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ABSTRACT

In the middle of the eighteenth century, Franciscan martyr portraits became
popular in monastic spaces of the Spanish viceroyalties of central Mexico. To visually
construct the meritorious life of these martyrs, artists drew inspiration from hagiographic
chronicles that described various Native rebellions, which featured the graphic depiction
of the gruesome deaths of friars. The prospect of martyrdom enticed novices to follow in
their footsteps in service to God, but also to the Crown, whose presence in to the northern
territories of New Spain intensified during the period of the Bourbon reforms. In my
dissertation I explore this propagandistic approach to martyr images by analyzing
examples anchored to the Franciscan missionary history of New Mexico.
This dissertation also aims to address the understudied nature of the history of
Testimonies of Violence and their portrayal of anxiety towards Native uprising. These
types of images aim to place the viewer as an observer of a historic event, and represent a
distinctive genre of Novohispanic painting that has have been historically relegated to an
intersectional position between document and “popular painting.” This stance requires an
analysis that privileges the historic importance of these images over their aesthetic value.
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INTRODUCTION
Myth is not defined by the object of its message, but by the way in which it utters the
message.1
(Roland Barthes)
All of the images in this dissertation have something in common: they illustrate a myth of
ontological and epistemological supremacy of colonial institution and its members,
namely, the Church, and the Spanish Crown. While some images may have not been
directly commissioned by authorities from the organizations noted above, they served
them by materializing their messages of power, control, and superiority. Following
French literary theorist Roland Gérard Barthes, if myth is defined by the way these
objects utter a message of colonial hegemonic supremacy, the main purpose of this
dissertation is to contextualize the fabric of that message. More specifically, I will place
these types of images under a critical, artistic, and historical microscope to reveal to
contemporary viewers that these art works have the capacity to illustrate history on a
different level. In other words, my objective is not to reaffirm the already familiar
grandeur of the Franciscan missionary endeavors. Instead, I seek to extract a different
type of story that rendered the images as Testimonies of Violence to the power exchange
between these institutions and the populations they served, i.e., their intended audiences.
The stories of Novohispanic Franciscan martyrs of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries survive in written and visual form through many eighteenth-century chronicles
and portraits that can presently be found in monastic collections throughout Mexico and
as components of altarpieces in countless churches. This body of portraiture, ranging
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Roland Barthes, Mythologies, (New York: Noonday Press, 1991), 109
These include and are not limited to images of public processions, auto de fe paintings, and battle scenes.
3
"testimony, adj. and n.". OED Online. March 2017. Oxford University Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/199745?redirectedFrom=testimonial (accessed May 09, 2017).
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from the twenty-six martyrs of Japan and San Felipe de Jesús (killed in 1597) to the
victims of the Pueblo Revolution of 1680 and the Mission of San Sabá, Texas of 1758,
was painted in the Spanish viceroyalties in what today is known as central Mexico. In
certain examples, the displayed martyr’s corpse at the foreground of the picture plane
functions as a multivalent sign conveying both political and theological meaning intended
for Novohispanic monastic audiences. Retrato de Fray Francisco Casañas de Jesus by
Diego Sanabria, Retrato de Fray Francisco Arvide, and Retrato de Fray Pablo de
Rebullida (Figures 3, 4 and 5), painted in the middle of the eighteenth century, possess a
suite of characteristics common among those works portraying the martyrdom of various
Franciscans who perished as witnesses to their faith in the viceroyalties of the New
World, and they shall serve as my preeminent examples. However, other Martyr Portraits
made prior to the eighteenth century will be analyzed with the purpose of illustrating a
history of martyr imagery in the Americas.
Martyr Portraits show Novohispanic missionaries’ bodies transitioning from their
earthly presence to the realm of holy martyrs. Their bodies are presented with visible
wounds that highlight the martyrs’ voluntary misery, while rebellious Natives are shown
as secondary characters and necessary instruments to the process of their martyrdom. To
visually construct these martyrs, artists drew from historical events, letters and official
documents of Native rebellions that occurred in various provinces of New Spain during
the seventeenth and- eighteenth centuries. Thus, the events of the indigenous uprisings
portrayed in the portraits occurred about one hundred years before the creation of the
paintings.
The distinctive, formal, and iconographic characteristics serve to formulate a
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visual narrative of Franciscan missionary history on the borders of the Spanish Empire
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. More precisely, their iconographic
program relates to the missions of New Mexico and the power struggle between the
mendicant order, the Native Pueblo populations, and the viceregal government. Martyr
scenes from Japan, California, Texas, Sonora, and Costa Rica will also be considered to
give form to this genre of Novohispanic art.
The visual construction of Novohispanic martyrdom echoes the seventeenth
century hagiographic narratives, which emphasized the Franciscans’ willingness to suffer
and die for the Cross and the Crown. Given that similar compositions from the same
period abound in monastic and public religious spaces throughout central New Spain, it is
necessary to distinguish Martyr Portraits from concurrent documentary images.2 Here I
propose a new category of eighteenth-century painting: Testimonies of Violence. !
TESTIMONIES OF VIOLENCE
Testimonies of Violence are here defined as Novohispanic visual manifestations of
Christian ritual practice that veil a repressive colonial system. The use of this term, and
the way I chose to define it, aims to contextualize paintings as important products of the
Catholic visual culture of Spanish America. A re-evaluation of their iconography will
render this colonial artistic practice as symptomatic of a much more complex history of
Native oppression. In the case of Martyr Portraits, the understanding of their iconography
under the rubric of Testimonies of Violence will provide a platform from which to
examine the impact that indigenous insurrections had in the colonial imaginary. By
examining Franciscan chronicles, hagiographies and portraits as formal elements of a
literary, visual and material culture of fear against Native people, has the capacity to
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center indigenous struggles within the intricate history of New Spain.
Testimonies of Violence represent a complex history of eighteenth-century
Novohispanic visual culture. Their precarious position between icon and illustrated
document allows for a deeper analysis of content. In Chapter 1 La Virgen de la Macana
(mid-eighteenth century, figure 2) will be analyzed to demonstrate how its formal and
iconographic characteristics best embody this in-between status. La Macana narrates a
story involving one of the most successful American insurgencies of any indigenous
community against their colonial European oppressors; the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. La
Virgen de la Macana represents a visual testimony and was created with the final purpose
of silencing hegemonic realities of a colonial system, at the same time that it constructed
myths that precisely favored its repressive and exploitative procedures.
The Oxford Dictionary defines testimony as, “personal or documentary evidence
or attestation in support of a fact or statement; hence, any form of evidence or proof.”3
Witnessing is central to the understanding of Testimonies of Violence. These types of
images aim to place the viewer as an observer of a historic event that occurred over a half
a century before the image’s creation. A different history is revealed through an
understanding of the type of information lost between the actual event and the creation of
the images. The nuances lost between the historic episodes, that is, between the moment
when a martyr dies and the creation of the primary sources and images, constitute the
gaps I seek to deconstruct in order to offer a different interpretation to these images.
This project seeks to historically contextualize pictorial violence as it is
prescribed in Testimonies of Violence. As an iconographic constant throughout the

2
3

These include and are not limited to images of public processions, auto de fe paintings, and battle scenes.
"testimony, adj. and n.". OED Online. March 2017. Oxford University Press.
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dissertation, and in order to differentiate these images from the rest of Novohispanic
visual culture, violence is examined as a necessary tool that manipulated the production
of history. The canvases, in their location inside Franciscan portraits galleries, intended to
position the viewer as a direct witness to the chronicled events to reinforce the notion of
their colonial superiority. Further, I underline the importance of Martyr Portraits in the
history of Novohispanic painting by placing the Native uprisings they illustrate as
decisive factors in the changing administrations of the viceroyalty. For instance, my work
seeks to detrivialize the importance of the 1680 New Mexico Pueblo Revolt, and similar
movements of Native resistance, as turning points in the history of the administration of
the Novohispanic provinces.4 By contextualizing indigenous peoples’ proactive role in
the power exchange at the edges of the Iberian territories, I seek to offer new
interpretations of what has been deemed mainly as religious monastic images.
Their nature as visual propaganda in the age of the eighteenth-century Bourbon
Reforms will render their theological message secondary to their political one.
Martyrdom was a significant part of the Franciscan credo of poverty and self sacrifice,
however, I privilege the political reading of these images to assert their multivalent
quality. These paintings illustrate the personal experience of Franciscan martyrdom as a
complement to the literary sources that were used to train future missionaries. The willful
pain of Fray Francisco de Arvide, for example, who was killed by Zuni Natives in 1632,
and the twenty-one martyrs of the 1680 New Mexico Pueblo Revolt—illustrated as a
battle surrounding several versions of the Virgen de la Macana—all point to the political

http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/199745?redirectedFrom=testimonial (accessed May 09, 2017).
4
For more information on the Pueblo Revolt, see the following sources: Kurt E. Dongoske and Cindy K.
Dongoske, “History in stone: evaluating Spanish conversion efforts through Hopi rock art,” in
Archaeologies of the Pueblo Revolt: Identity, Meaning, and Renewal in the Pueblo World. (Albuquerque:

6
underpinnings of this genre.
As art historian Ilona Katzew first noted, the paintings of Franciscan martyrs
“may represent a visual response to the Bourbon reforms, and the Franciscan need to
create an image of complete devotion towards the conversion of Natives in the edges of
empire [and] Franciscans’ desire to legitimize their place of preeminence in the
evangelizing mission of New Spain.”5 Further, by assuming a political message encoded
in martyrs’ corpses, the Native body, and the landscape in which they are situated, I hope
to highlight how Martyr Portraits masked a message of expansion with a seemingly
pedagogic monastic agenda. In this context, the painted portraits must have functioned
similarly to how Rex Galindo claims the hagiographic works did, “to maintain favors
from the Crown…and to appeal to potential recruits to the missionary field.”6
In this project I aim to answer some of the following questions: What is the
political role that seventeenth-century missionary expansion history played in the
conceptualization of these images? What are the political connotations of the martyrs’
corpses and their juxtaposition with illustrations of Natives as barbarians? How do the
pictures function inside Franciscan educational spaces? How do these images use
indigenous resistance to render Natives as the enemy? Ultimately, the project’s images
formulate a telling account of missionary history by framing a narrative where the power
struggle between the Franciscans, Native Pueblo peoples, and viceregal government is

University of New Mexico Press, 2007); Michael Wilcox, The Pueblo Revolt and the Mythology of
Conquest: An Indigenous Archaeology of Contact, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009).
5
Ilona Katzew, “The Virgin of the Macana: Emblem of a Franciscan Predicament in New Spain” (Colonial
Latin American Review 12, no. 2, 2003), 192 (in English tandem).
6
“Franciscan authorities, with clear political and economic motivations, commissioned these triumphal and
hagiographic works to maintain favors from the Crown, to attract funding from private and public sources,
and to appeal to potential recruits to the missionary field.” See: David Rex Galindo, “Propaganda Fide
Training Franciscan missionaries in New Spain” (PhD dissertation, Southern Methodist University, 2012),
21.
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elided in order to illustrate a violent testimonial of zeal, personal sacrifice and
commitment to the expansionist Bourbon Empire.
ARCHIVES
The paintings were usually housed in galleries inside Franciscan colleges to function as
archives of Franciscan history in New Spain; visual reminders of the goals that novices
aspire to achieve in the social structure of their brotherhood. Michael-Rolph Trouillot, in
Silencing the Past; Power and the Production of History, 1995, argues that archives are:
The institutions that organize facts and sources and condition the
possibility of existence of historical statements…They are the
institutionalized sites of meditation between the sociohistorical process
and the narrative about the process.7
The conceptualization of portrait galleries as archives of Franciscan history expands the
portraits’ function beyond the theological realm and allows for their reading to be framed
as products of a colonial institution. While promoting the Franciscan credo of poverty,
the portrait galleries emphasize the individuals portrayed as spiritual models to follow,
and essentially disguised a parallel goal of furthering Spain’s political expansion during
the period of the Bourbon reforms.
The College of Propaganda Fide was established in the Americas in 1683, three
years after the Pueblo Revolt, to promote a new age of Franciscan missionary work.
Replicating and resolving many of the lessons learned during the Golden Age of the
brotherhood (the middle of the sixteenth century), the College aimed to centralize
spiritual conversion and push the boundaries of the Franciscan borders beyond the
confines of central New Spain. It is for that reason that many of the martyrdoms here

7

Michael Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press,
1995), 52.
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considered took place in the far provinces of New Spain.8
Keeping in mind that these paintings’ principal role was religious, my research
privileges their character as Testimonies of Violence to demonstrate the many layers of
signification that have been overlooked by extant investigations. With the exceptions of a
few scholars, Martyr Portraits have been studied mainly to further the legacy of
Franciscans in Mexico. However, a critical understanding of their iconography reveals a
much more nuanced history that portrays an expansive mission enterprise as an institution
deeply involved in the operations of the Spanish Crown. Re-centralizing these paintings
as testimonies to the tumultuous eighteenth century, permits us to read them as
Testimonies of Violence to a series of historic events and to the procedures of a system
that created them to precisely erase the significance of the painted events.
Trouillot states that the creation of a historical archive is the creation of a
historical silence.9 I aim to understand how, through a historiographic and iconographic
analysis, the colonial institutions mentioned above created archives of fear and violence
against natives deemed as idolatrous, barbarian, and chichimec.10 These images are
layered with multiple meanings that reveal a very complex web of power relations that
existed amongst Natives, Franciscans, and the Crown. To use Trouillot’s words, a power
was embedded in the production of these images, and deciphering that power allows for
historical silences to be understood. Trouillot asserts that, “historical narratives are
premised on previous understandings, which are themselves premised on the distribution
8

More information on the College of Propaganda Fide in Chapter 2.
Michael Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995)
10
Charlotte M. Graddie explains: “These meanings were closely tied to the Aztec and Spanish conceptions
of Rulership. For the Aztecs, Chichimec provided one source of political legitimacy for their newly
established empire in the central valley of Mexico. The Spanish on the other hand, emphasized the
Chichimec’s barbarian aspects and made this part of their discourse over the treatment of the Indians.” See:
Charlotte M. Gradie, “Discovering the Chichimecas.” (The Americas 51, no. 1, 1994), 69.
9
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of archival power.”11 The paintings’ placement inside Franciscan and monastic spaces
made them function as archives and contributors to the creation of an epistemology of
spiritual superiority and territorial dispossession (Figure 1). History and its archives are
not fixed entities, and to contextualize these images as archives of an imperial presence
of the Franciscans in New Spain, instead of as simple hagiographic portraits, allows us to
uncover the types of silences and violences that have been performed upon Native
Americans since Columbus’ arrival to the Caribbean in 1492.
In Chapter 2 Liminality will be introduced as a concept that will help anchor the
political discussion of these images to one central idea. Liminality explains the state in
which designated members of a cultural group find themselves during a period of
transition. A novice who enters a Franciscan college is separated from society to later be
integrated as a friar, missionary and possible martyr is said to enter a liminal process.
This period of transition is characterized by the reinforcement of central theological
beliefs, but as cultural anthropologist Victor Turner notes, the novitiate liminal process is
potentially, “a period of scrutinization of the central values and axioms of the culture in
which it occurs.”12 As such, the novice role as a poor brother of St. Francis, and status in
the colonial hierarchical system of his time will be put to the test. The images support the
liminal process by simultaneously reinforcing spiritual and structural ideals central to the
Franciscan enterprise in New Spain.
Turner wrote that St. Francis compelled friars to “inhabit the fringes and
interstices of the social structure of his time, and to keep them in a permanently liminal

11

Michael Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press,
1995), 55.
12
Victor W. Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure (New York: Aldine de Gruyter,
1995), 167.
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state.”13 I will demonstrate how the belief of “liminality” as a Franciscan virtue
influenced literal and figurative representations of the martyrs seen in these images; these
missionaries existed isolated from colonial administrative centers, and embodied their
thirteenth-century Franciscan credo of poverty and willingness to perish as martyrs. The
hagiographic seventeenth-century writings of Franciscans’ chroniclers such as Fray
Alonso de Benavides, Isidro Felix de Espinosa, Dr. Isidro Sarinana y Cuenca, Fray
Toribio de Benavente Motolinía, Fray Marcelo de Rivadeneyra, and others, provided
novices in central New Spain with narratives that highlighted the perils which
missionaries might encounter while attempting to convert barbarian inhabitants of the
viceroyalty provinces. I propose that the figure of the martyr in the portraits exemplifies
and performs the liminality described in hagiographic sources. A critical juxtaposition of
the extant literary and visual sources will further reveal the unique quality of these
complex compositions. To their audience, the Martyr Portraits’ use of violent details must
have served as an important means of authenticating and perpetuating the friars’
willingness to perish as martyrs, thus branding the images as testimonies to their liminal
experience.
Formally speaking, portraits of Novohispanic Martyrs are inventive fragments of
historic events, and for centuries, have been analyzed only under the lens of religious
images. However, when placed in their proper artistic context, i.e., outside the rubric of
European art history and its standard nomenclature, the images’ multivalent importance is
revealed. All of these paintings relied on established iconographic formulas of
representation, but adapted to diverse compositional aesthetics (local and international) to
create new and original versions that more effectively benefited their purposes.
13

Ibid., 146.
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Negotiating these significances included political propaganda, theological education,
missionary recruitment, self-promotion, and documentary evidence of Native resistance
against colonization. Testimonies of Violence were most likely perceived as pictorial
realities and not as invented illustrations.14 To this end, the patrons of these paintings
worked together with artists to develop compositions that were useful in said endeavors.
Understanding these types of complexities renders these compositions as important
paintings and not as mere “popular” artworks, as they are at times categorized by art
history. The significance of these Testimonies of Violence and the important role they
can potentially play in the understanding of colonial power systems, has been ignored due
to their perceived position outside the realm of official, academic, or canonical “fine” art.
It is for this reason that reassessing these images from basic methodological standpoints
is absolutely necessary.
In the historiography of Novohispanic painting, eighteenth-century Franciscan
Martyr Portraits have been largely understudied. Their absence in the larger scope of
Latin-American colonial art history is an element that complicates its investigation. They
reflect the religious private nature of their existence; at the same time, they deploy an
imperialistic language that was to be decoded by future missionaries. At the center of this
analysis is the assertion that these images were in many ways at the service of spiritual
conquest and imperial expansion. To contextualize their religious institutional role within
monastic spaces of central New Spain is to reconstruct a painful past that few have dared
to problematize. As proper religious images, Martyr Portraits continually served, as
Michael Baxandall noted in his seminal book, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-

14

Magali Marie Carrera, Traveling from New Spain to Mexico: Mapping Practices of Nineteenth-Century
Mexico (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 170.
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Century Italy (1972), an institutional end, “to help with specific intellectual and spiritual
activities.” While Baxandall refers to painting in fifteenth-century Italy, his model for
interpreting images based on theories of skills possessed both by the images and the
beholders informs much of the work in this dissertation.15 To reconstruct the “period eye”
of Martyr Portraits is to understand a series of skills possessed by the Novohispanic
monastic Franciscan beholder, namely, the context in which these images captured the
attention of their audience. For example, what tools were central Novohispanic
Franciscan novices equipped with to deconstruct the theological and political messages of
these paintings? These skills are contextualized in the following chapters by stressing the
political, theological, and pedagogic nature of these images.
In Chapter 3, for instance, I offer an overview of Martyr Portraits in New Spain,
from the first images of The Blessed Martyrs of Tlaxcala (1529) to el Retrato de
Francisco Xavier de Silva (late eighteenth century). Most portraits in this dissertation
represent two periods of intense missionary expansion: the sixteenth and eighteenth
centuries. Each image is analyzed in relation to their hagiographic texts and to the formal
qualities they all share in common. The main goal of this chapter is to trace a history of
martyr images in New Spain. This chapter is also an opportunity to trace the history of
the Novohispanic hagiography and its intimate relation with Martyr Portraits. Every
image discussed in this section will be anchored to a specific Franciscan chronicle with
the aim of showing the development of the genre from the mid-sixteenth century to the
end of the eighteenth. Literary and visual violence is discussed in this chapter as principal
conductor of Franciscan virtue. The visceral qualities of images, such as Retrato de Fray

15

Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History of
Pictorial Style (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972), 34.
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Francisco de Arvide and Retrato de Fray Pablo de Rebullida, will demonstrate the
theological implications of pain in the attainment of a virtuous ascetic life (Figures 4 and
5). The depiction of blood, and corporeal wounds were intended to establish a chain of
signification connecting the Passion of Christ with Novohispanic martyrs’ strict
asceticism.
The word martyr was originally a Greek term, meaning legal witness. In Christian
theology, witnessing became the signifier for the presence of the apostles who testified to
the life, suffering, and miracles of Christ. This chapter will further the discussion of
Martyr Portraits as Testimonies of Violence or witnessing proof of the friars’ sacrifices at
the hostile missions of the north. The images offer a tripartite model of witnessing
between Christ’s passion, the martyrs’ violent deaths, and the recruitment of future
missionaries. Thus, Franciscan novices, in this chapter, will be discussed as a type of
witness, who would have understood the theological weight of the portraits, and the
intimate relationship between them and the circulating hagiographies.
In Chapter 4, the role of Martyr Portraits in the construction of an imperial visual
language is studied. I conceived the notion of an iconography of anxiety to understand
the political reasons behind the conceptualization of Native peoples as (dis)placed wild
men within the disputed territories of northern New Spain. The power struggle depicted
in martyr paintings takes place in imagined and liminal landscapes where no human
structures or spaces can be discerned. Without exception, the wilderness appears as the
background for the barbarian, echoing the barbarian’s alleged violent predisposition.
European pictorial devices rendered Jémez, Zuni, and other Pueblos’ landscapes foreign
to the monastic spectator.
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The portraits’ iconographic structure is typically anchored to the depiction of the
martyrs’ bodies, which served multiple purposes. Their affective Counter-Reformation
intensity and their focus on the precise moment of martyrdom reflect an altruistic
dedication to spiritual conquest, which was most likely intended to inspire a similar zeal
in future missionaries. The legibility of the landscape setting depended on illusionistic
space, naturalistic rendering, and familiar signifiers of the wilderness. Western pictorial
devices included the viewer’s vantage point, high horizon line, atmospheric perspective,
convincing volumetric rendering, consistent highlight and shadow, formulaic renditions
of the figure of the Indian, and the occasional insertions of European-style buildings, as
clearly seen in the Macana paintings (Figure, 2).16
The term “landscape” comes from the German word “landschaft,” (from the
German term land, meaning natural territory, and schaft, or human-modified space). In
Spanish it is “paisaje” (from the Latin pago or Greek pagus for region or land). By the
sixteenth century, these definitions began to help articulate a new way to define territories
in the visual culture of Northern Europe.17 In other words, landscape painting and/or
image-making, for more than five centuries, has aided in the delineation of territories as
property and has helped established topographic methods to study newly conquered
territories, such as New Spain.18 In the case of Martyr Portraits, the spatialization of race
is dependent on the articulation of the provinces of New Spain as foreign landscapes
whose wild nature is activated with the presence of the barbarian. The legibility of the
geographical context was tied to the presentation of landscape painting idioms at once

16

There are three extant versions of the Virgen de La Macana. The version I chose is the painting that
belongs to the collection of the Museum of New Mexico History in Santa Fe.
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recognizable yet suggestive of the alien and uncivilized. The site of the barbarian
represented also a window to further northern expansion. At the end, the landscapes were
articulated as liminal spaces that situated places like New Mexico and Costa Rica
between a colony and the wilderness.
Simultaneously, these exoticized lands situate Pueblo Natives as enemies of the
crown. Pueblo Native peoples of New Mexico are represented as the signifier of the
necessary violence required to create a Franciscan martyr. The ambiguous landscape,
together with the formulaic depiction of the non-Christianized Indian, demanded social
order and justified colonial intervention. However, as a central theme, I review the
iconography of anxiety to reveal how eighteenth-century Novohispanic Franciscans
partly defined their existence in relation to northern Natives.
This chapter aims to precisely contextualize the role of the chichimec in the visual
culture of the 1700s. By way of an iconographic analysis, I will demonstrate how the
representations of the barbarians’ garments, skin color, nudity and the landscape they
inhabited in the pictures were sources of anxiety and fear of resistant northern tribes. In
the introduction of Contested Visions, William B. Taylor writes that, “the paintings of
bare-chested warriors and martyred missionaries were visual expressions of this
dangerous Indian in the Devil’s thrall, the natural slave.”19 The images chosen for the
exhibit create an accurate depiction of the visual tool used to reconfigure the barbarian of
the sixteenth century into the chichimeca of the eighteenth. The reformulation of the
barbarian into a threatening and resistant figure fit the tumultuous political climate. In

18
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this context, the chichimeca brought forth Franciscan anxieties against resistant
indigenous peoples of the empire’s northern peripheries. The articulation of this anxiety
depended on the juxtaposition of visual and ideological opposites, graphic antithetical
tools helped define difference between missionaries and Natives. For instance, clothing
contrasts with nakedness, Native weaponry against crucifixes and devotional texts, and
there is an undeniable contrast of skin color that helps define difference at a cultural as
well as an institutional level. The contrasting characteristics that constitute the genre will
be considered under the label of iconography of anxiety. I dissect and analyze the tension
behind all these symbols to demonstrate how the anxiety provoked by events, such as the
Pueblo Revolt of 1680, changed the way that Franciscans defined their historic memory
in portraits for at least the rest of the vice-regal period.
HISTORIOGRAPHY
Until recently, these images had been analyzed only briefly, principally in the writings of
Mexican art historians. Two important essays appeared in an exhibition catalogue, Los
pinceles de la historia: de la patria criolla a la nación Mexicana, for an exhibition that
took place in the Museo Nacional de Arte in Mexico City in 2000. The core of the
exhibition was to present a series of works that functioned as, “moving testimonies of the
efforts of a nation to construct itself, at the same time that it attempted to create an image
of its cultural and ideological character in the midst of one of the most conflictive and
decisive stages of the home-land history.”20 The essays in this catalogue centered on a
nation-building fantasy that tended to privilege a hegemonic narrative. Overall, these

(Mexico/Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2011), 17.
20
All translations unless otherwise specified are mine. Original text reads as follows: “conmovedores de los
esfuerzos de la nación por construirse históricamente, al mismo tiempo que se intentaba crear una imagen
de su carácter cultural e ideológico, en medio de una de las etapas mas conflictivas y decisivas de la
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essays create a fascinating picture of Martyr Portraits as products of their hagiographic
sources.
Essays such as, “Mártires y predicadores, La Conquista de las fronteras y su
representación plástica” by historian Antonio Rubial and art historian María Teresa
Suárez Molina represent the first and only published essay or book that places
Novohipanic Franciscan portraits in a larger context.21 They establish many of the
hagiographic links I explore, and create a connection between central México and the
northern territories, which is rare in the discipline of colonial art studies. Their analysis
priviledges Franciscan chronicles but does not contextualize the iconography of violence
nor the impact these portraits had in the conceptualization of Native resistance in the
colonial imaginary. To my knowledge, only few of these Martyr Portraits have been
exhibited outside of their original collections, i.e., Franciscan monasteries and colegios.
The first exhibition that brought many of these images together was, Los Pinceles de la
Patria. The second was, Contested Visions in the Spanish Colonial World at the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art in 2011, ten years after Los Pinceles. In Contested
Visions, the image was part of a subgroup titled “The Devotional Landscape and the
Indian as Good Christian.” The presence of images, such as, the Retrato de Friar
Francisco Javier de Silva, mid-1700s, and the Martyrdom of Father Sebastian de
Monroy, mid-1700s by artist Pedro Andrade, was in part meant to demonstrate how the
negative construction of Native Americans continued in the eighteenth century (Figures 8
historia patria.” See Roberto Hernández Ramírez, “Presentacion,” in De La Patria Criolla a La Nación
Mexicana, 1750–1860, 1. Ed. ed. Los Pinceles De La Historia. Mexico (México: Banamex, 2000), 15.
21
See Antonio Rubial María Teresa Suárez Molina, “Mártires y predicadores. La Conquista de las fronteras
y su representación plastic,” in De La Patria Criolla a La Nación Mexicana, 1750–1860, 1. Ed. Los
Pinceles De La Historia. Mexico (México: Banamex, 2000), 50-71; Ilona Katzew, “The Virgin of the
Macana: Emblem of a Franciscan Predicament in New Spain” (Colonial Latin American Review 12, no. 2,
2003), 192 (in english tándem).
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and 9).
One of the most important contributions of this project is the interpretation of
Martyr Portraits as political monastic pictures. In fact, all of the images I study are
viewed through this interpretative lens. Martyr Portraits are a product of their
hagiographies. However, their dissemination in the eighteenth century and their display
in monasteries around central Mexico dictated their meaning and function. Baxandall
declared that most of the religious images of the Italian cinquecento, “existed to meet
institutional ends…pictures came within the jurisdiction of a mature body of
ecclesiastical theory about images.”22 It is only within the Novohispanic context of these
theories that the “period eye” of Franciscan Portraits is uncovered.
The history of Martyr Portraits dates back to the Early Christian period. However,
the limited documentation regarding their commissions prohibits establishing a greater
formal connection between European painters of the 1600s and those practicing in New
Spain during the following century. While there are compositional similarities between
the images in this project and their Spanish counterparts, ultimately one must consider the
context in which they came to be in order to disengage them from a stylistic group
derivative of European visual trends.
Art Historian Pedro Ángeles Jiménez, in his doctoral dissertation titled Imágenes
y memoria: La pintura de retrato de los franciscanos en la Nueva España, briefly
outlines the composition elements of the Franciscan Testimonies of Violence:
These paintings stand out…fundamentally because in the practice of
portraying the main character in the first plane, and proportional to the
size of the religious martyr, each are presented with indigenous figures
ending their life. It is also true that…secondary scenes are used in deeper
22

Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth-Century Italy: A Primer in the Social History
of Pictorial Style, (Claredon Press, 1974), 40.
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planes, however, there is no doubt that the aggressors are shown in larger
sizes to emphasize with greater attention the divergences that exist
between martyrs and infidels, and between virtue and vice.23
Furthermore, Jiménez, created a catalogue of Franciscan portraits surveyed from many
monasteries and churches in the states of Querétaro, Mexico, Puebla, Zacatecas, Tlaxcala,
and Jalisco.24 Most of these paintings belonged to portrait galleries common in colleges
and monasteries of the seventeenth- and eighteenth centuries. The inventory of paintings
inspected by Jiménez, covers three centuries of martyrdom scenes, Doctors of the
Church, Novohispanic saints, evangelists, and missionaries. Jimenez’s study is largely
iconographical and without the context I attempt to establish here.
No clear stylistic claim can be made in regard to Franciscan portraits. However, a
formal approach to other similar compositions reveals baroque tendencies that cannot be
denied; the portrayal of the most ecstatic part of the story, the placement of the stoic
martyr in the first plane, and the overall immediacy created by the violence portrayed.
Their main role was instructional, establishing further connections between them and
Counter-Reformation art created in places such as Italy and Spain and northern Europe.25
The paintings exalt the precise moment when the flesh turned into spirit, and the earthly
existence of the missionary is transformed into a holy martyr. They illustrate sacrificios
cruentos within the brotherhood.26 For that reason, the body dominates the foreground of
23

The original text reads as follows: “Estas pinturas se destacan… fundamentalmente porque a la
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the composition to clearly present physical wounds. This compositional device resembles
the austerity of Spanish artists such as Francisco de Zurbaran (whose workshop produced
paintings that were exported to central Mexico), Esteban Murillo, and other artists who
were active in the seventeenth century. The Spanish Caravaggisti influenced artists
working in New Spain such as Sebastián López de Arteaga and Creole painter families,
such as the Rodríguez and the Juárez (all active in the middle to late 1600s). Juan
Rodríguez Juárez, for instance, represents an intermidiary point between Martyr Portrait
artists and the dominating Iberian artistic tendencies of New Spain.
Saint John of God was founder of the order of the Brothers Hospitallers; Juan
Rodríguez Juárez painted the saint in the early eighteenth century, and its conception
offers a clue to the type of images artists used as iconographic platform to paint Martyr
Portraits (Figure 6). Michael A. Brown, in the catalogue for the 2009 Indianapolis
Museum of art exhibition, titled, Sacred Spain: Art and the Belief in the Spanish World,
describes the figure of Saint John in Juárez’s composition as a barefoot pilgrim in a
trance-like state.27 The saint dominates the entire height of the canvas, casts his eyes to
the sky, and is located in a generic “Flemish” landscape. The image resembles many
portraits of missionaries—more specifically, portraits of Fray Antonio Margil de Jesús,
who is depicted as being isolated in a barren landscape, holding a walking stick, and, in
an attempt to differentiate his status as a “Fraile Pelegrino” (Pilgrim Friar), as opposed to
John’s sainthood, gazing down at his path (figure 7).28 The main attribute that separates
27
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Saint John of God by Juárez and martyr paintings is the barbarian, who is missing from
Juárez’s composition but can be seen in the later paintings physically lurking behind the
saint in the foreground, attacking him in the middle ground, or conceptually indexed the
wilderness behind him. Although more research needs to be done, the possibility that
Juan Rodríguez Juárez had a large impact on the iconographic decisions of future Martyr
Portrait artists still exists.29
By carefully reevaluating the iconography of Testimonies of Violence, I will
demonstrate how a cautious reconsideration of the cultural value that each and every
depicted symbol had for its audiences can bring forward a new way to read vice-regal
images. For all the reasons listed above, Testimonies of Violence have been many times
overlooked, misinterpreted, or simply ignored. This study will suggest larger applications
that will help understand other martyr images throughout the Americas. This dissertation
focuses on New Mexico, but a reevaluation from different areas of New Spain and other
viceroyal territories must be done. The social and historical conditions that transform the
“act of looking” at Martyr Portraits into the “act of conquering” will be here discussed
via primary sources and basic methodological forms of inquiry. This dissertation also
underlines the damage that the visual culture of Christian martyrdom did to many belief
systems throughout the world. It is impossible to measure the violence that this material
and attendant action exercised over the peoples it depended on, that is, Native-American
peoples. Neither can we grasp the actual brutality of experiencing the hegemonic and
procedural consequences of those “artistic” manifestations. However, to acknowledge
that Martyr Portraits maintained a reactionary chain of conquest alive for centuries is to

“Imágenes y memoria, la pintura de retrato de los franciscanos de la Nueva España” (PhD dissertation,
Universidad Autonoma de Mexico, 2010), 195-197.
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understand the intricate relationship they formed with other hegemonic institutions that
also sought to expand their borders. For that reason, these paintings need to be
understood as one of the many tools of conversion available to Franciscans.
While other methodologies have been suggested in the study of this material, I
feel that by simply offering an interpretation of the “act of looking” by Novohispanic
Franciscan novices, I can demonstrate how disregarding and misinterpreting the basic
formal aspects of colonial institutional art can have negative repercussions. In other
words, to continue to value the Franciscan visual culture of the Bourbon Era as simply
religious is to avoid their complicity with the expanding empire. Ignoring the intricacies
of Testimonies of Violence as a form of oppressive propaganda has kept these images
from surfacing as powerful instruments of colonization, and has prevented their wider
dissemination in today’s museum spaces and scholarly forums. Their significance is
dependent on not replicating the myths they sought to solidify, that is, reinforcing a series
of hierarchies that places European aesthetics and religious practices at the pinnacle of
that order.

29
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CHAPTER 1
LA VIRGEN DE LA MACANA: A MODEL ILLUSTRATION OF A TESTIMONY
OF VIOLENCE
Testimonies of Violence were for the most part anonymous, were made outside of the
administrative centers, do not formally belong to any school of art or movement, e.g.,
baroque, rococo, or renaissance, and do not follow traditional European forms of disegno
or color, which were established as parameters of image-making in the artistic guilds of
New Spain. In general terms, Novohispanic painting is known to establish its own formal
rules; however, the artists of eighteenth-century Testimonies of Violence were more
concerned with the complexities of the illustrated event than with the formal rules of a
system, which most likely excluded them, such as the artist guild system of Mexico City
that dominated public commissions of art.30 It is precisely because of their independence
from a canonical vice-regal painting practice and/or school of art that they should not be
studied solely for their aesthetic values or determined style.
The success of Testimonies of Violence resides in their role as facilitators of a
multivalent reading of historical events. Even so, focusing this study solely on the content
of these artistic creations will fail to recognize the important place they have in a global
history of visual documents and aesthetic images.31 To detach Martyr Portraits from the
history of Italian, Flemish and Spanish baroque art is to ignore their correspondence to
Counter-Reformation notions of image-making. The synthesis of the many formal
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elements that constitute Testimonies of Violence is a large part of their success.
Therefore, a discussion balanced between their form and content is essential to avoid the
risk of separating their production from the rich history of Novohispanic art. In other
words, Testimonies of Violence should be viewed as more than just ethnographic
colonial documents. At the same time, they should not be evaluated as purely aesthetic
forms of expression.
The re-creation of history took center stage in the artistic decisions behind these
images. Their works are based on contemporary literary sources and/or official
documents available to the artist at the time. Most of the paintings in this project were
indeed, as other types of colonial religious painting, a type of unofficial document; in
other words, the paintings should be approached as pictorial colonial texts, or
Testimonies of Violence, and not through discriminatory aesthetic evaluations. Their
documentary nature is an important and added variable to the set of principles that for art
historian Manuel Toussaint constituted a “popular painting” and/or artist.32 In fact,
Toussaint makes a case for the “gran valor documental,” or great documentary value, of
La Plaza Mayor de México en la Segunda Mitad del Siglo XVIII by Cristobal de
Villalpando, 1695 (Figure 44).
In the past couple of decades, scholars have attempted to define these images in a
proper context. The formal aspects of these visual testimonies have been challenged, and
at times, they have simply been ignored. Other images, in contrast, that could belong to
the same category of Visual Testimonies or Testimonies of Violence have been discussed

University Press, 2014), 15–68.
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in detail by several authors. For example, Luisa Elena Alcala, in “A Call to Action,
Visual Persuasion in an American Painting,” analyzes Conquest and Reduction of the
Heathen Indians of the Mountains of Paraca and Pantasma in Guatemala, (Anonymous,
ca. 1684–86, Figure 46). This essay not only takes into consideration the incredible
importance of an visual reducción in Guatemala; it traces its commission, stating its
artistic intentions and the importance of landscape, form, content, and its place in the
larger scope of Novohispanic painting. She concludes her article by stating that, “implicit
in the generalized impression that they [these types of documentary images] were more
important in Spanish America than in Europe is the belief that their transmission of ideas
involved some kind of negotiation of power with colonial authority: that they were not
merely descriptive but rather prescriptive, persuasive, or performative.”33 Alcala’s
analysis of conquest and reducción images, and their place in the history of documentary
painting closely relates to the results of my investigation.34
In my search for the most accurate term to describe the documentary nature of
these images, I consulted many art historical sources and exhibit catalogues. Besides
Alcala and Richard Kagan, Ilona Katzew provided an excellent investigation of unique
images that seem not to fit into present art historical nomenclature used to describe
Novohispanic painting. In “Variant Styles: New Spanish Painting, 1700–85,” Katzew
describes yet another form of painting that developed among the interstices of the strict
painting production of New Spain during the eighteenth century: Pinturas de la Tierra
individuos que las realizan.” See: Manuel Toussaint, Pintura colonial en México (México: Impr.
Universitaria, 1965), 196
33
Luisa Elena Alcalá. "A Call to Action": Visual Persuasion in a Spanish American Painting." Art Bulletin
94, no. 4 (2012): 596.
34
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images. See: Richard L. Kagan and Fernando Marías. Urban Images of the Hispanic World, 1493–1793
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(Paintings of the Land).35 The term derives from a 1712 text by Alcocer y Sariñana in
which he describes a series of landscape paintings commissioned to decorate the
courtyard of the Universidad de México in commemoration of King Philip V’s victory at
Villaviciosa. The images are described by the eighteenth-century author as landscapes so
“exceedingly accomplished” that they were indistinguishable from their European
counterparts.36 Katzew borrows Alcocer y Sariñana’s term to discuss, among other vedute
(Italian for view; a term used to describe detailed cityscapes or vistas), Manuel de
Arellano’s Transfer of the Image and Inauguration of the Sanctuary of Guadalupe (1709,
Figure, 45). Arellano’s painting, for Katzew, brilliantly exemplifies, “how colonial
painting could serve documentary and artistic purposes.”37 The image’s circulation aids
in portraying the colony as “a highly devout place.”38 Katzew’s analysis of Arellano’s
painting allows for new methods of inquiry to arise given that her approach favors the
contextualization of an event rather than its formal qualities. And while many of these
types of images survive from the seventeenth- and eighteenth centuries, they differ from
Testimonies of Violence in many ways. They share the artistic interest in documenting a
historical event; however, they differ in the gap between the event they portray and the
final commissioned image.
Arellano most likely painted this image in 1709, the same year the transferring of
the image took place at the foot of the Tepeyac.39 Cristobal de Villalpando’s View of the
Zócalo of Mexico City, (1695), is yet another documentary image discussed by both
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000).
35
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Kagan and Katzew (Figure 44). The image was commissioned by Viceroy Gaspar de
Silva before his departure from New Spain, possibly to commemorate his
accomplishments in the city. Villalpando chose to portray a bird’s-eye view of the zócalo,
vibrant with movement and commercial activity. Nonetheless, the image shows a
partially destroyed viceregal palace after internal revolts erupted in Mexico City in the
later 1600s. Local famine and political turmoil motivated a group of people to set the
palace on fire only a few years before the painting’s production in 1692. Both
Villalpando and Arellano were most likely direct witnesses to the events they portrayed.
The intervention of a hagiography or written material separating the event from the final
image is not greater than a few years. To say that Martyr Portraits, or La Macana, belong
to the categories of Pinturas de la Tierra or communicentric images is to deny their direct
connection to hagiographies and the long temporal distance between the object and the
event.
Similar to the paintings analyzed by art historians Luisa Elena Alcala, Sofia
Sanabrais, Richard Kagan, and Jaime Cuadriello, all the images examined in this project,
instead of being chiefly concerned with elevating the art of painting to the status of
European craft (as many of the most celebrated artists of the seventeenth-and eighteenth
centuries did), create visual narratives to service hegemonic accounts of history. For
Testimonies of Violence, it is important to understand that while function may take
precedent over form, the history of the form determines the nature of its function. In other
words, while the importance of La Macana as a visual document may be more significant
than its role in the development of Novohispanic painting, by considering its place in the
overall history of vice-regal art, its original context and function is revealed.
Presence in Colonial Mexico” (Bulletin of Portuguese-Japanese Studies 18–19, 2009), 223–251.

28
Pierre Bourdieu asserts that essentialist analyses of artworks are, “demanding and
deserving to be approached with a specifically aesthetic intention capable of recognizing
and constituting them as works of art,” and that such approaches are “bound to fail.”40
Formal discourses that demand Novohispanic painting to be experienced only
aesthetically will fail to recognize their important role as objects in the material legacy of
the viceregal period. Art historians in the past two decades have strived to place these
types of images in their own categories; they have utilized everything from “popular” to
documentary images. Their function outside established aesthetic rules of western art
increases the improbability of their survival alongside the “masterpieces” of the museum,
or Novohispanic canonical art works. However, images such as La Virgen de la Macana
are very difficult, if not impossible, to categorize. They do not belong to previously
established art categories used in academic settings, nor do they follow guild-authorized
rules of image-making.41 Styles and categories many times aim to recategorize an artist or
artwork into a series of traditional and artistic concepts that may not fit into the
parameters predisposed by the intentions of its original commission and its overall
historical context. The idea of “style” limits the parameters within which one can discuss
the documentary nature of an artwork.42 In the case of Virgen de la Macana, a superficial
analysis would negate its importance as a Visual Testimony in the subjugated history of
Native resistance during the colonial period.

40
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I decided to center this chapter on La Virgen de la Macana as an opportunity to
detail some of the events leading to the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. The historic significance
of this seemingly unimportant image is tied to a series of Native uprisings, which
resonated throughout New Spain for centuries to come. It is important to note that I
decided to exclude La Virgen de la Macana from the greater history of Martyr Portraits
for several reasons. For instance, La Macana, unlike the Martyr Portraits that I analyze in
the following chapters, does not focus on portraying a single martyr and the composition
does not place the ascetic pain of the missionary in the foreground of the picture plane.
La Macana underlines the importance of the twenty-one martyrs of the Pueblo Revolt,
but it is essentially a Marian devotional image.43 In terms of figural depiction, and given
the anonymity of both the artist and the commission, the image does not follow any
traditional laws in regard to the rendering of the bodies or the articulation of space. The
small size also alludes to a private commission whose cost would have determined the
prestige of the artist. As a consequence, the patron may not have been familiar with the
Italian canon common in most of the public commissions of religious Mexican art.
Perhaps the image’s “bad quality” was not of central concern to either the artist or the
patron, but instead, the image succeeds in portraying a synthesis of historic events
explained in written accounts. It is, however, a good example of a Testimony of
Violence, given its meticulous display of history and testimony over aesthetic principles.
Like Martyr Portraits, it is tied to a series of chronicles, sermons, and hagiographies that
must have been available to the commissioned artist.
La Virgen de la Macana belongs to the collection of the New Mexico History
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Museum, and ever since its renovation in 2009, the painting has been on permanent
display. The composition is now part of an interactive permanent exhibition, titled,
Telling New Mexico: Stories from Then and Now.44 Only four paintings of La Macana
survive, but all are remarkably similar in iconography. The central theme of all four
paintings revolves around a narrative of the Pueblo Revolt. The image hangs alongside
two copies of Martyr Portraits, which were borrowed from the Colegio de Santa Cruz
Querétaro: Retrato de fray Juan Díaz y fray José Moreno (eighteenth century) and
Retrato de fray Crisóstomo Gil de Bernabé y fray Felipe Guillén (eighteenth century).
The portraits and La Macana are all presented as part of a section of the exhibit, titled,
“The Far Frontier,” and are anchored to a myth of Franciscan martyrdom on the edges of
the Viceroyalty of New Spain, more specifically, the northern provinces. As is the case
with all the images in this project, Virgen de la Macana will be analyzed more as an
illustrated document than for its religious content.45 The theological underpinnings of this
composition are anchored to a repressive colonial system, here entangled with Franciscan
zeal and willingness to die for the expansion of Iberian territorial borders and for the
prospect of glorious martyrdom.
Ilona Katzew, in “La Virgen de la Macana, Emblema de una Coyuntura
Franciscana,” developed a critical approach to the Virgen de la Macana as it relates
mainly to Novohispanic Marian devotional art.
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However, she does not limit the complexity of the image by narrowing her argument to
the “distinct” aesthetic qualities of these paintings. Instead, Katzew elaborates on the
history of La Virgen de la Macana’s cult in New Spain and its connections to
Novohispanic mission history. The context of this painting reveals an incredibly complex
image that has most likely been labeled as a mere “popular painting,” given the
Eurocentric tendencies of Mexican art historiography.
Katzew ties the production of these paintings to a period dating some time
between the mid- to late- eighteenth century. The Macana effigy was brought back from
New Mexico after the 1680 Revolt and moved to the main convent of San Francisco in
1755.47 This event, which was celebrated with a public procession, renewed the interest
in the cult of this virgin.48 Graphic interpretations of the seventeenth-century uprising of
the Pueblos of New Mexico are rarely illustrated. Martyr Portraits and the sudden
apparition of the Macana paintings are among the few surviving examples.
The painting depicts an effigy of Nuestra Señora de la Macana, or Our Lady of
the War Club. The statuette takes central stage, dominating most of the foreground.
Simultaneously, the viewer can perceive a war raging in the background, i.e., the Pueblo
Revolt. La Macana is flanked to the left by a formulaic depiction of a converted and
kneeling Native (“devout Indian”), and to the right, by a Franciscan kneeling with his
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hands in prayer (Figure 10). 49 The virgin holds a macana, a wooden club with embedded
obsidian blades that was used as a weapon by the Nahua people, which resembles the
club being held by the figure to her left. The triangular composition depicts at its apex
God the Father and the Holy Spirit, both framed by clouds. In some versions of the
composition, God the Father holds an orb; in other versions, such as the composition in
the Palace of the Governors, He is simply shown with open arms blessing the scene
below. Next to God the Father, we see a white dove that represents the Holy Spirit.
From the bottom of the foreground, the composition develops in an upward
motion towards the top of the picture. The adjacent battle scene has, for the most part,
been overlooked in extant analyses. Above the kneeling figure of the principal Franciscan
martyr, we see approximately thirteen bodies that spread from the bottom to the middle
ground. Each body reveals visible arrow wounds. The bodies decrease in size towards the
middle ground, and at the top of this group, we see a barbarian attacking one of the
Franciscan martyrs. This last character is stereotypical and is sometimes referred to as a
“heathen Indian.” He is depicted as if about to strike the last “macanazo” that most likely
ended the Franciscan’s life (Figure 11). The image here uses the body of the Franciscan
and the anger of the uncivilized Indio to construct the Martyr.
Above the devout Indian, we see the Pueblo Revolt taking place. This narrative
was most likely borrowed from Fray Agustín de Vetancurt’s Teatro Mexicano of 1698.
This important Franciscan chronicle attempted to explain missionary history and
indigenous traditions in four volumes. Vetancurt is often considered to be the last of the
great Novohispanic Franciscan chronicle writers. This era was inaugurated in the early
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sixteenth century with Historia de los indios de la Nueva España, written by Fray Toribio
de Benavente Motolinía in 1539.50 Vetancurt’s chronicle details the legend of the
apparition of Nuestra Senora del Sagrario de Toledo, who later became the Virgen de la
Macana. During Juan de Oñate y Salazar’s intrusion into New Mexico in 1598, the
conquistador brought a statue of Our Lady of the Toledo Sacristy to New Mexico.
According to Vetancurt, a few years before the Pueblo Revolt, the constable’s daughter,
who was six years old at the time, was cautioned by an apparition of the Toledo virgin to
warn local priests against the injustices committed towards the local peoples. Her
apparition demanded an increase in her devotion. If she failed to do so, a punishment was
to befall the conquistadors. In other words, the apparition was a wake-up call to local
Franciscans and governmental authorities. All cautioned ignored her call, and
consequently, six years later, the Pueblo Revolt took place. According to Vetancurt,
Pueblo Natives received a message from the Devil to punish and kill local ecclesiastical
members and to burn and destroy Catholic religious symbols. Vetancurt notes:
Six years before [the rebellion], a young girl of ten years, daughter of the
captain governor, paralyzed and in pain, entrusted herself to an image of
Our Lady of the Sacristy of Toledo which she had before her, and suddenly
she was cured; astonished by the miracle she claimed that the Virgin had
told her: Raise thyself child, and tell that this province will soon be
destroyed for the lack of reverence that it shows my priests, and that this
miracle will be the testimony of this truth; that they mend their ways,
should they not want to experience punishment.51
According to Vetancurt, the Devil advised them to proceed with violence in order to
redeem its anger against religious leaders. This legend places alleged Native violence and
heathenism at the center of the narrative. At the same time, it paints a portrait of a tense
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political environment in seventeenth-century New Mexico. It is precisely the anger of
Pueblo Natives that damages the forehead of the virgin’s statue, which is visible in the
painting (Figure 2).52 The visible scar on the statue’s forehead was produced with such
fury against Nuestra Señora that the macana, while miraculously unable to destroy the
delicate effigy, was capable of killing twenty-one Franciscans on August 10, 1680. The
consequent scar on her forehead becomes the locus of the narrative; it represents Native
violence, spiritual conquest, a miraculous occurrence, and, most importantly, the victory
of Christianity over the indomitable northern barbarian. Montalvo recounts that, although
the statue’s scar was several times repaired, it kept miraculously resurfacing on her skin
(Figure 12).
The details of the attack on the effigy are registered in Fray Felipe Montalvo’s
Novena de la Purissima de Dios (1755).53 Montalvo describes that:
The Devil, who visibly helped them in the war against the Spaniards, inspired an
Indian Chieftain to enter a house where this Holy Image of Holy Mary was, and
which the Christians had hidden out of fear. Removing the Crown with an
unspeakable lack of reverence, and vested with hellish fury, he struck the Holy
Image on the head with a sharp macana, a weapon that they use.54
On the upper right corner of the composition, the Devil punishes the iconoclast barbarian
by hanging him from a tree. The macana in the hands of this effigy becomes a symbol of
ecclesiastical control over Native violence. Such signifiers of barbaric violence must have
been familiar to Mexico City audiences. At the same time that the effigy holds the
macana in an upward position, a Christian symbol of triumph over indigenous idolatry,
España en el Nuevo Mundo Occidental de las Indias (Madrid: J. Porrúa Turanzas, 1960), 103.
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the “devout Indian” passively rests it on the ground. The middle-ground scene unfolds as
three naked Indians attempt to destroy the statue. On the opposite side we see another
vicious attack against a Franciscan. The sequence of attack, in all of the Macana and
Martyr Portraits I analyze, is placed along the same axis in the landscape. The ecstatic
moment, in which the barbarian’s fatal strike follows a heavenly Franciscan existence, is
always rooted in this part of the composition. The formulaic figure of the barbaric Indian
is dramatically juxtaposed with allusions to medieval defensive towers from which they
throw stones against the Spanish army. The towers to the right attempt to represent the
Palace of the Governors in Santa Fe, New Mexico, offering familiar signifiers to viewers
who may have related this type of medieval structure to European defense
constructions.55 To its central Mexican audiences, the juxtaposition of Native resistance,
spiritual conquest, and the visible triumph of Catholic dogma underlined a continuous
resistance against Native’s “inevitable” conversion. Most importantly, indigenous
uprising, which is a consistent trope in all Franciscan martyr images, reflects a collective
anxiety against all northern tribes.
The effigy, which is now venerated in the Temple of San Francisco in Mexico
City, does not present any damage (Figure 13). Angelico Chávez argues that the statue
presently displayed in the Franciscan temple is not the original effigy. In fact, the effigy
was most likely destroyed during the Revolt. However, Chávez believes that the hands
and the head are from the original statue. The rest of the body was probably made in a
Mexico City workshop ca. 1684. It was conceivably in this workshop where a silver
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macana was placed in the effigy’s hands and where it received its current name.56 There
is also a smaller copy of the effigy in the chapel of Sebastián de Aparicio in the temple of
San Francisco in Puebla.
The chapel in Puebla, which is dedicated to the life of Sebastián de Aparicio, is a
monument of Franciscan missionary zeal and spiritual conquest. Cristina Cruz González,
in her unpublished dissertation titled, Landscapes of Conversion: Franciscan Politics and
Sacred Objects in Late Colonial Mexico, explains: “Aparicio’s ‘missionary-like’ life,
Marian convictions, and ascetic practices echo the poor man of Assisi, emulate his
Order’s principles, and encourage future mendicant brethren in the New World to follow
suit.”57 The chapel’s nave walls were decorated in the early nineteenth century with
images of the life of Aparicio by Miguel de Zendejas. The main altarpiece is a three-story
estípite structure that frames the incorrupt remains of Aparicio encased in a silver and
glass sarcophagus on the floor of the apse. The center of the retablo shows an image of
the Apotheosis of Aparicio, and the top is decorated with a painting of the Immaculate
Mary supported by Saint Francis of Assisi. The flow of the altar is interrupted by an
architectural canopy that frames the body of the Beato and an effigy of the Virgen
Conquistadora.58
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La Conquistadora is an effigy brought to New Spain by Hernán Cortés in the
sixteenth century. It is perhaps the oldest documented Christian image in the Americas. A
trinity of conquistadora effigies is formed by the main altar’s Conquistadora and by the
Virgen de la Macana and Virgen de Zapopan, which are placed in small side vitrines on
either side of the nave. The Zapopan virgin, also known as the Generala (the general)
was made out of cane paste by Michoacán indigenous artists and created for Fray
Antonio de Segovia, who carried the effigy in his chest during the Mixton War (1540–
42). These Native insurrections against the Spanish took place in Tlaltenango, Cuitlan,
Hueli, Colotlán, and Tepeque in the present states of Zacatecas, Nayarit, and Jalisco. Fray
Segovia used the effigy to stop the conflict and bring peace to those provinces.59 As such,
the three statutes that frame missionary commitment in the chapel of Aparicio in San
Francisco Puebla directly relate to important battles between indigenous and Spanish
forces. Their placement in this space produced the historical memory of evangelical
episodes and served as an important indicator for novices to reflect on missionary life and
exemplary Franciscan discipline.
Eduardo Merlo Juárez, in Iglesias de Puebla de los Angeles, 2001, traces the
archaeological history of the site. The church, which, by 1584 was near completion, was
described by Fray Pedro de Oroz and Gerónimo de Mendieta as a site for the formation of
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students, novices, and naturales alike.60 More importantly, the Church of San Francisco,
given its history as a Franciscan college and one of the first missions in the Americas,
became a founding space where spiritual conquest as ideological locus is manifested in
three centuries of art, sculpture, architecture, and painting. The visual and material
culture of this church is an invaluable source that reflects how art has always been used to
construct the Franciscans’ historical memory and evangelical role in central Mexico.61
As I will demonstrate in Chapter 2, the Bourbons, who in 1700 had replaced the
Habsburgs in Spain, towards the middle of the eighteenth century, imposed various
administrative and social reforms across their American territories, including the Spanish
American territories inhabited by the Franciscans.62 The Bourbon Reforms affected the
way the territories of the north were administered as defensive strongholds against
competing forces and foreign expansion. However, the existence of images such as La
Virgen de la Macana, and subsequent reproductions of its effigy in central Mexico,
suggests that the turmoil that existed in the pueblos throughout the seventeenth century
was a source for new policy making and a renewed interest in the image of the Indio
“bárbaro.”
The administration of the missions was affected by the Pueblo Revolt. New
tactics were developed to secure the safety of the territories. Luis Navarro García, in Don
Jose de Galvez y la comandancia general de las provincias internas del norte de Nueva
España, 1964, distinguished a correlation between the construction of military posts,
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presidios (fortified base establishments that were under direct Spanish control) and the
Pueblo Revolt.63 He notes that “the catastrophe of Nuevo Mexico...had shaken the
tranquility in which matters were conducted at the Council of Indies…, [and] that in
repeated occasions the inaction of the Viceroy was violently reprimanded and
simultaneously, the erection of four different presidios was ordered.”64 The frequency
and implementation with which royal visitas (inspections to missions) and presidios to
the north) occurred increasingly after 1685, fueled directly by a fear from viceregal
authority of being scolded directly by the Crown. The Pueblo Revolt created a collective
administrative anxiety that changed the empire. I see the rise of a new genre of images
depicting the conflicts in the north as a symptom of these events and institutional
responses. In fact, this is precisely why these seemingly unimportant Testimonies of
Violence must be carefully re-evaluated.
A historical reassessment of eighteenth-century Martyr Portraits allows us to
understand the critical role indigenous “revolts” played in the perceptions and reactions
of the administrative collective. The increasing presence of these images throughout
religious and administrative spaces in the viceroyalty reveals a political climate of
constant battle against idolatry and a never-ending fear of unknown cultures that
threatened the integrity of the empire and the virtue of those in the forefront of that war.
Luis Navarro Garcia comments:
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Contrary to the idea that after Cortes’ conquest of New Spain
three centuries of peaceful occupation and territorial expansion followed.
The history of the internal provinces shows us a succession of
insurrections and defensive campaigns, which even when the result at the
end benefitted the Spanish, made the expansive movements very slow, and
drove them almost to a halt.65
La Virgen de la Macana is a Visual Testimony that is part of a long a visual tradition that
constitutes an alternative version of the Spanish presence in the northern provinces.
Acknowledging the historical and political context in question allows us to re-orient our
understanding of these images from “popular” paintings to testimonies of Native
resistance. Their unofficial status as popular forms of expression has denied them a
privileged position in the documentation of these revolutionary narratives and in the
history of Novohispanic art. Ultimately, the marginalization of these images by various
disciplines has contributed to the unthinkability of the events they portray.
THE UNTHINKABILITY OF THE PUEBLO REVOLUTION
Michael-Rolph Trouillot, in Silencing the Past; Power and the Production of History,
1995, argues that “any historical narrative is a particular bundle of silences, the result of a
unique process, and the operation required to deconstruct these silences will vary
accordingly.”66 La Virgen de la Macana belongs to a silencing process in which
Franciscan visual culture trivialized indigenous discontent by way of violent and
devotional iconography. La Macana, and other coeval Testimonies of Violence, always

148. Sevilla: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1964), 32.
65
Original text reads as follows: “contrariamente a la idea de que tras la conquista de Nueva España por
Cortes sucedieron tres siglos de pacifica ocupación y ampliación de los territorios por los españoles, la
historia de las provincias internas nos muestra una sucesión de insurrecciones y campanas defensivas y
ofensivas que, si bien en general resultaron favorables a los españoles, hicieron el movimiento expansivo
sumamente lento y condujeron al final a una casi definitiva paralización de su impulso.” See: Luis, Navarro
García, Don José De Gálvez Y La Comandancia General De Las Provincias Internas Del Norte De Nueva
España.[1. ed.]. Publicaciones de la Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos de Sevilla, 148 (no. general)
2. serie; Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos (Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas.), 148.
Sevilla: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1964), 30.

41
placed Franciscan zeal and sacrifice at the center of their narrative; that is, the intrusive,
often violent presence of missionaries in these Native regions is veiled behind the selfrighteous, ethnocentric image of the martyr who willingly places himself in mortal
danger to save souls and spread Christian civic values to the barbarous nation of the
empire’s periphery. Both elements constitute part of the silences that have deemed the
events of 1680 as an inconsequential “revolt.” The silences of the Pueblo Revolt are
manifested visually by images that victimize and favor the legacy of the Franciscans in
New Spain. However, re-examining the life and sociopolitical conflicts that existed
between the original peoples of New Mexico, the missionaries, and the local governments
will help “deconstruct” the silences of these images.
The difficult relations between the Pueblos and the different Novohispanic groups
that, in the seventeenth- and eighteenth centuries, fought for power over New Mexican
land, goods, and Native labor, has rarely been analyzed. The complicated nature of these
relations is a major factor that constitutes Trouillot’s idea of the unthinkable or that,
which, “one cannot conceive within the range of possible narratives, that which perverts
all answers because it defies the term under which the questions were phrased.”67
In The Logic of Practice (1990), Pierre Bourdieu defines unthinkability as a series
of cultural concepts that cannot be defined nor conceptualized given the absence of
pertinent instruments for its triangulation. Therefore, the unthinkable is, “that which one
cannot think for want of ethical or political inclinations that predispose to take it in
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account or in consideration.”68 In other words, the extremely complicated nature of the
sociopolitical and economic negotiations between Natives, the Crown, local government,
friars, and encomenderos is an unthinkable and, at times, inaccessible case that few
scholars have dared to discuss. The unthinkability of the Pueblo Revolt resides in the
failure of the seventeenth-century Spanish colonial system in New Mexico. As Trouillot
would argue, the disorganization in the missions and the organization and uprising of
several pueblos against the colonial forces was an unthinkable event because it
challenged the framework of the mission system and the power exchange between
peninsulares and Native Americans.
REVOLT VS. REVOLUTION
The northern revolts of the various Pueblos and Native groups in northern New Spain
were isolated from the center of the viceroyalty and therefore, historically, they have
rarely taken into consideration as part of a long history of Native colonial discontent. The
transition between a controllable revolt and a fleshed-out revolution in 1680 was perhaps
impossible and, as a result, unpreventable. The revolution of 1680 is thus unthinkable
because it directly challenged the established ontological inferiority of Natives. As
Trouillot states, “when reality does not coincide with deeply held beliefs, human beings
tend to phrase interpretations that force reality within the scope of these beliefs.”69 The
Pueblo Revolution of 1680 has always been recognized as a revolt to avoid admitting the
realities of a failed colonial system in the northern territories of New Spain.
Furthermore, the realities leading to the revolution reveal a series of
administrative, spiritual, and physical abuses against Pueblo peoples that became the
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center of a controversy, which distracted authorities from their duties in New Mexico. As
the seventeenth century developed, the growing hostility of Pueblo peoples was not
recognized by viceregal jurisdiction, and instead, it was debated for years by the
Inquisition, allowing a marginalization of the real dangers that these hostile viceroyalties
represented.70 As a consequence, the silence created by the documentation, printed
images, sermons, paintings, and chronicles led to the banalization of much of Native
organized uprisings and the perception of the 1680 revolution as a mere revolt.
The Oxford Dictionary defines revolt as, “an act of renouncing allegiance to
established authority, esp. through collective armed rebellion.”71 Revolution, on the other
hand, is characterized by an ongoing act, that is an, “alteration, a change; esp. a dramatic
or wide-reaching change in conditions, the state of affairs.”72 Given the way in which the
Pueblo Native insurrection of 1680 changed the administration of the northern provinces,
considering the anxiety against indigenous uprising in the visual culture of the eighteenth
century, and by filtering the analysis through Trouillot’s understanding of trivialization
and unthikability, I will hereafter refer to the Pueblo Revolt as the Pueblo Revolution.
In “The Ties that Bind: Economic and Social Interactions in Early-Colonial New
Mexico, A.D. 1598–1680,” Heather B. Trigg analyzes some of the different interactions
between the different peoples that formed New Mexican missions prior to 1680. From the
beginning, the mission administration was given to Franciscans. The administration of
Native labor was under the supervision of different colonial groups, For example,

1995), 72.
70
Refer to the conclusion to see a discussion on the Inquisition and autillos, or small jurisdictional practices
that, when analyzed, reveal a very different history of the northern provinces of New Spain.
71
"revolt,
n.1".
OED
Online.
March
2017.
Oxford
University
Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/164952?rskey=8v3zf2&result=1&isAdvanced=false (accessed May 31,
2017)

44
encomenderos, (principal beneficiary of the encomienda system) by way of Crown edicts,
were given tribute and land through Native labor. 73 Yet there were official restrictions,
which in New Mexico, were often ignored. Archeologist Heather Trigg notes,
“Throughout the early-colonial period in New Spain, the Spanish government modified
earlier laws in an attempt to stem encomenderos’ abuses of the system. The government
specifically forbade the conversion of encomiendas debts to labor obligations, but even in
seventeenth-century New Mexico, such violations did occur…while little quantitative
data exists, documents indicate that, like other laws regulating encomiendas, these laws
were also ignored.”74 The Crown exploited Native labor and so did the Church.
Franciscan missionaries became the closest “allies” of the Pueblo people, however,
evidence exists that institutional representatives throughout New Mexico overburdened
Pueblo peoples with excessive labor.
In the seventeenth century, throughout the northern provinces of New Spain, a
series of “revolts” against the Spanish colonialists began to take place. Historian Susan
M. Deed, for example, records many uprisings that occurred in the northern area of New
Spain. These included insurrections from, the Xiximes (1601, 1610), Tepehuanes (1616–
1620), Tobosos, Salineros and Conchos (1644-1652), Tarahumaras (1648-1652, and NM
Pueblos (1680–1692). Franciscan history, on the other hand, identifies the first period of
colonial control and evangelical conversion as an era of relative peace. According to
some of the Franciscan records, none of the mendicant orders in charge of Native
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spiritual education anticipated their resistance, especially the organized Pueblo uprisings
of 1680.75 Fray Alonso de Benavides (1630/1634), in Memorial, describes a period of
untroubled Franciscan missionary endeavors. Excluding the conquest wars that Oñate
raged upon New Mexico, the supposed era of relative peace and missionary prosperity
persisted at least throughout the first quarter of the seventeenth century.76 It has also been
suggested that this account, and, as a consequence all chronicles, was created to gain
favors from the Crown. In other words, “Benavides exaggerated Franciscan missionary
success to win more royal support for Franciscan missions.”77 According to the Spanish
documentation, the first thirty years of colonial settlements in New Mexico are
characterized by a diplomatic and “civilized” convivencia between the Church, the local
government, and Pueblo groups. As noted in the extant documents, both visual and
textual, the 1630s witnessed several disputes between Natives and Franciscans,
culminating in the Zuni rebellion of 1632. Different versions of missionary reality in New
Mexico are afforded by the exploration of different forms of history recording.
For example, Kurt E. and Cindy K. Dongoske, in “History in Stone: Evaluating
Spanish Conversion Efforts through Hopi Rock Art,” contend that, “Spanish
documentary evidence regarding the Hopi area for the period from 1630 to 1680 is both
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scarce and of limited quality.”78 In general, the documentary evidence of missionary life
in seventeenth-century New Mexico comes from the writings of Franciscans.79 The
Dongoskes argue that “the apparent success of converting Hopi to Christianity as claimed
in the Spanish documents can be called into question by Hopi ethno-historical accounts
and the archeological evidence found in the rock art from the area of Awatovi.”80 They
make concise arguments on behalf of the Hopi; unfortunately, for the rest of the Pueblos
involved in the 1680 revolts, much less archeological and ethno historical evidence has
been considered to challenge the dominating hegemonic documents.81 The Spanish
version of the events leading to the uprising of the Pueblos dominates the extant
narratives, and enough evidence exists of the punitive actions Franciscans took against
Native idolatry since the mid-sixteenth century.82
Harold Courlander, in In the Fourth World of the Hopis, (1971) and through Hopi
recollections, constructs the legends leading to the Pueblo Revolution. In his introduction,
he clarifies that the purpose of his work is not to reconstruct history, but instead to
illustrate different versions of these events, which include Hopi oral history. Spanishwritten narratives should also be discerned with a grain of salt and treated with the
similar precarious discrimination. In order to be able to illustrate the intersections and
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contradictions between oral and written history, both historical sources should be
approached with similar caution. Courtlander, in the chapter titled, “The Castillas at
Oraibi,” mentions the Hopi discontents and religious practices during Franciscan
settlements. These writings coincide with the Dongoskes’ essay on the subject of the
revolution. What follows is a story of sophisticated pan-pueblo organization, which led to
a revolution that simultaneously started in different pueblos at the same date. Again,
while the Hopi experiences and perspective may greatly vary from the historical
developments of other pueblos, it is important to note that no other Rio Grande Pueblo
testimonies have been published. Different Pueblos had very distinct experiences and
accounts in regards to rebellions and the conversion of their respective communities.
Nonetheless, one must consider that an undeniable organization, led by Po'pay, a Tewa
religious leader, between many Pueblos did indeed occur, which in its turn, speaks of a
general spirit of discontent and resistance that culminated in the revolution of 1680.
Courlander explains:
…the Hopis sent emissaries from Muyovi to find out what was going on in
the villages there. Among them were representatives of Oraibi,
Shongopovi, Koechatevela and Awatovi. They found the people of
Acoma, Laguna, Zuni and the other Rio Grande villages in distress...It was
arranged that on a certain day all the villages would attack the Castillas.
Every village was given a string with a number of knots in it. Every day,
one knot was to be untied. The last knot in the string represented the day
of the rebellion.83
The conspiracies of the different pueblos, and the organization to attack on the same day
through a counting system, directly contrasts with Fray Agustín de Vetancurt’s accounts
of 1698. The rage imposed by a devil, as noted also by Cuenca and countless other
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chronicles, contrasts with Hopi accounts of a well-organized revolution.84
In addition, there is evidence that missionaries, during the years leading to the
revolution, were performing public acts of violence in order to compel obedience, which
may have only increased the anxiety that Native Americans felt in the tenuous and
intricate power exchange that existed within the New Mexican missions.85 Edward H.
Spicer, in Cycles of Conquest (1962) narrates a story of public punishment for idolatry:
“In 1655 in Santa Fe Hopis denounced the Franciscan Father Salvador de Guerra…being
responsible for the death of a Hopi named Juan Cuna. Cuna had been accused by the
priest of ‘an act of idolatry’. For this, Guerra gave him a bloody whipping in public and
then took him into the church and beat him again. Finally, the priest covered him with
turpentine and set fire to it, as a result of which Cuna died.”86 Missionaries continually
smashed effigies, burned kachinas, and destroyed “idols” in pursuit of the purging of
local beliefs and customs. Anthropologist Matthew Liebmann writes, “Typical of this
fanatical zeal was the behavior of a young friar stationed at Pecos, who in 1620 ordered
all the implements of Native religion to be smashed, including ‘many idols’ of clay,
stone, and wood, as well as other ceremonial paraphernalia.”87 La Virgen de la Macana,
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as the rest of the martyr images studied for this project, erases Franciscan cruelty to place
the order’s legacy as the principal victim in the internal sociopolitical and religious
conflicts of colonial New Mexico.
In 1681, Doctor Ysidro Sariñana y Cuenca gave a sermon titled Funeral Oration
over the Twenty-one Franciscans Missionaries Killed by the Pueblo Indians, August 10,
1680. The Funeral Oration is an important historical document of the Pueblo Revolution
of 1680, however, it expresses only one side of the complicated history that led to it. In
the preface to the first English translation of 1906, L. Bradford Prince argues that the
“sermon is one of the most interesting documents connected with early New Mexican
history, as it gives a contemporary account of the killing of the twenty-one Franciscan
missionaries, who lost their lives at the opening of the Pueblo Revolution of 1680, on
August 10th.”88 In this important document, Cuenca declared the Franciscans victims of
the Pueblos’ insurrections and provided a series of theological justifications for the
violence enacted upon the friars.
Cuenca utilizes a letter from Governor Antonio de Otermín that expresses the
unthinkability of the revolution. Cuenca declared that the kingdom was, “entirely foreign
in character from the event which was soon to occur, judging from the peace and
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tranquility which prevailed.”89 In effect, it was during the period when Benavides was
custos (superior of the Franciscan order) of the new missions that, “New Mexican
Missions entered their golden age.”90 Cyprian J. Lynch mentions that when Benavides
returned to Mexico City, “at the expiration of his term in 1629, he left behind him about
twenty-five missions where some fifty cared for more than sixty thousand Indians.”91
Lynch argues that the Franciscans established pedagogical programs of writing, music,
arts, and crafts among Pueblo Natives. Among the accounts of each New Mexican
Pueblo, Benavides gives us a quick introduction on the progress of the Téoas (Tewa
peoples). When referring to the different friaries of San Francisco, Sandía, and San
Antonio de la Isleta, he mentions that they had schools “where reading, writing, singing
and all kinds of instrumental music are taught, and where pupils are well instructed in
Christian doctrine and given an appreciation of the ways of civilized life.”92 However,
this short period of so-called peace did not last long and ended with the Tewa conspiracy,
which ultimately led to the first attacks of the 1680 insurgency.
Cuenca describes the 1680 uprisings, and, similar to all Franciscan accounts, he
places the blame solely on the shoulders of New Mexican Natives. He adheres to
Benavides’s accounts to paint a picture of startling Pueblo violence. Furthermore, Cuenca
gives especial attention to explaining and understanding the nature of Franciscan
martyrdom, effectively erasing the violent evangelical interventions of the Spanish
Crown over Pueblo territories. Based in theology, the Funeral Oration weaves a careful
symbolic and historical analysis that, in the Foucauldian sense, “produced” the
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martyrdom of twenty-one Franciscans. Cuenca’s narrative reveals an, “individual
experience of history,” which, at the time, promulgated a new sense of ecclesiastical
responsibility for the Christian conversion of New Mexican Indians.
Peter M. Whiteley, in Rethinking Hopi Ethnography (1998) clarifies the notion of
the individual experience in history by explaining the following: “Since we must argue,
against the old prejudice, that all societies have histories, which are partly composed of
the intentional engagements of individuals with received structures and impinging events,
we need the individual in cultural interpretation.”93 Cuenca’s sermon, which in the case
of this dissertation has revealed important information in the understanding of Martyr
Portraits, cannot be ignored as an integral part in the reevaluation of the Pueblo
Revolution, however, neither must it be taken as a central narrative.94
One of the most striking incidents that led to the 1680 revolution was a period of
famine and drought that began in the 1670s and lasted until the late 1690s. C.W. Hackett
mentions in Historical Documents Relating to New Mexico, Nueva Vizcaya, and
Approaches Thereto, to 1773, (1970) that by 1670 half of the population had died during
the famine.95 Heather B. Trigg speaks about the Pueblos’ complicated food distribution
when she states, “Although the friars controlled the distribution of food and textiles, the
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interactions between clergy and Pueblo people involved the colonists because the sources
of these goods were tithes that the clergy collected from colonists as well as the
conventos’ own domestic production.”96
Additionally, the Apache raids that had been a problem for the entire province
coalesced into a rebellion in 1672, in which the missions lost most of their cattle.97
Hackett pointed out that, “had it not been for the liberal aid granted to the secular and
religious authorities by the Crown at this time the fate of the province can only be
conjectured.”98 Ramon A. Gutierrez argues that Natives had long resented the
Peninsulares, “and now they spoke openly of rebellion.”99 On the other hand, the Hopi
believed that this period was partly caused as a consequence of the suppression of their
religion.100 Famine, political confrontation among regional tribes, peninsular institutional
tensions, and other factors contributed to the complicated historical events that
culminated in the most organized indigenous Native insurgence of the Spanish colonial
period. Nonetheless, the extant official documents, including hagiographies, sermons,
funeral orations, and chronicles, favor a hegemonic narrative. These official versions of
history aim to create a myth of martyrs, which, as we will see in the next chapters, was at
the service of a political agenda.
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The distance from New Mexico to Mexico City allowed for a unique form of
mission administration that was not being regulated as heavily as other missions closer to
the capital. “Ultimately, the commonly shared experiences, stigmatization, and
subordination provided the Pueblos with a collective history and a pan-Indian selfconsciousness that helped galvanize the Pueblos during the Revolt of 1680.”101
Theologian Miguel P. Gueno noted that, “the force and violence of Franciscan authority
[against Native peoples] echoed and reinforced the difficulties experienced by Pueblo
cultures that attempted to situate the missionaries within historical socio-religious
organizational schemes.”102 The violence of the conquistas; the conflict between the
different settlers, both old and new; the famine period; the punitive actions and purging
activity against Natives’ religions characterize an increasingly hostile environment in
which the Pueblos consequently insurrected against their enemy. All of the surviving
visual accounts relating to this period erase all of the historical details that incriminate the
cruel behavior of the Franciscans. Martyrs represented sacrifice and not criminal
behavior. The unthinkability of a revolution organized by the repressed Pueblos of New
Mexico was replaced by a revolt that history began to ignore and/or use for the
advancement of a Franciscan legacy in the New Spain.
By the time paintings of Novohispanic martyrs were created in the mid- to lateeighteenth century, the events leading to the revolution and the many testimonials of
Pueblo peoples, were completely ignored. As a result, the Testimonies of Violence here
analyzed, produced some fifty years after the uprisings, further the silences and gaps that
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existed between the mission system of the northern provinces of New Mexico and the
perceived peacefulness of central Novohispanic institutions. Nonetheless, a revision of
the documentary data available presents us with a different perspective and with a
material culture that reveals more than it was designed to.
CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS
This case study aimed to reconsider the Pueblo Revolt as a revolution to better
understand its consequences in the Novohispanic imaginary. The production of images,
such as La Virgen de la Macana and the Martyr Portraits of the same period all stem
from the Spanish traumas left behind by this “unforeseeable” attack. La Macana, as a
painting and as a Christian cult effigy, is one of the strongest testaments to the Spanish
determination of avoiding these types of barbarian attacks. As shown above, the history
of the Spanish presence in New Mexico is tainted with a history of an abusive mission
system and a power struggle between Pueblo peoples, local governments, and the
Church. The image was to be, not a synthesis of all this history, but instead, a visual
silencing that reflected the anxieties and traumas of a failed colonial system.
In order to fully grasp the difficult task with which the artist of the Macana must
have confronted his commission, it is necessary to further examine the history of the
Pueblo Revolution from different perspectives. The image is a confluence of stories that
must have served as an educational tool for its audience.103 Visual documents, such as La
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Macana create a compositional synthesis of events that, when reviewed, reveal a complex
political tool of conversion and political propaganda. La Virgen de la Macana presents us
with the story of the apparition of the Virgen de Toledo, the attack against the effigy
during the Pueblo Revolution, the battle, and the consequences of all these actions,
namely the fate of Pueblo peoples’ souls as either heathens or converted souls. To
understand the importance of this Testimony of Violence in the narrative of revolt versus
revolution, one must analyze its approach to history, namely, its use of the iconography,
i.e., the formulaic figures of the Pueblo Native, their weapons, the landscape in which
they are presented, and the violence they enact upon the martyr. This iconography must
also be recognized as a tool of silence against the oppressive history of seventeenthcentury New Mexican Franciscan mission history. At the end, La Virgen de la Macana
can only gain a place in the history of Novohispanic painting through a meticulous
historical and iconographic reevaluation.
I chose La Virgen de la Macana to be representative of Testimonies of Violence
for several reasons. First, with the exception of the work by Ilona Katzew, it has been
ignored for decades. For example, in 2011, Katzew organized an exhibition at the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art, titled, Contested Visions in the Spanish Colonial World,
where she included a version of La Macana. Under the subgroup, “The Devotional
Landscape and the Indian as Good Christian,” La Macana became an emblem for the
Native as a good Christian.104 I argue that this image, when studied under the rubric of
Testimonies of Violence, reveals new information about the Pueblo Revolution. La
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Macana, beyond spreading the cult of its protagonist, represents an attempt to ease
Franciscan and Bourbon anxieties of indigenous uprisings by depicting law into practice:
the colonization of the northern barbarian. The dangers of the revolution reverberated
throughout the world, and the Macana image, more than a manifestation of a local cult,
reveals the extent to which Native American uprisings affected the Bourbon imagination
and its future policies.
As is the case of most Testimonies of Violence, La Virgen de la Macana is an
unsigned painting. It was not created under any established guild parameters for imagemaking. Instead, the artist must have followed the specifics of a commission. Its success
lies in its formal synthesis; it is able to integrate several parts of a historical narrative
into one image. La Macana paintings detail the transformation of the Virgen de Toledo
into the most iconic effigy of the Pueblo Revolution. Most importantly, and for the
purpose of this dissertation, it is a prime example of Testimony of Violence due to its
intrinsic relationship to history and print sources. The articulation of written chronicles
into one single canvas, and its familiarity with its respective genres of painting,
demonstrates that the patrons’ main interest relied on a successful narrative rather than on
a “beautiful” painting. La Virgen de la Macana was created with prior knowledge of the
event, but most likely, the artist was familiar with the work of Fray Agustín de
Vetancurt’s Teatro Mexicano, which must have circulated throughout the empire for two
centuries. As will be the case with Martyr Portraits, La Virgen de la Macana must have
incited action against indigenous ways of life and simultaneously promoted jurisdictional
measures aimed to control, undermine, and ultimately colonize.
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CHAPTER 2:
MARTYR PORTRAITS AND THE DESCRIPTION OF A SUB-GENRE
Art historian Jeremy Tanner in “Michael Baxandall and the Sociological
Interpretation of Art,” argues that viewing is not a “simple decoding of meaning.” Alone,
an iconographic interpretation of Testimonies of Violence of any kind is not sufficient to
understand the complexities of the period in which they were created. Rather we must
always consider paintings as objects that offer viewers, “visual affordances, which geared
with the sets of practical dispositions...with which Renaissance viewers were
endowed.”105 By visual affordances, Tanner refers to a set of symbols and clues
imbedded in the artwork that guide the viewer to a controlled viewing experience. To
borrow Baxandall’s language, the following chapters are concerned with a kind of
“cognitive style”106 as it relates, not to the entire Novohispanic eighteenth century, but
more specifically to the way pictures were presented and possibly experienced by novices
of Franciscan colleges and monastic spaces. The visual affordances that Tanner referred
to are interpreted here through a careful analysis of the iconography. For instance, the use
of text, as it relates to Martyr Portraits, is linked, not just to a history of colonial
devotional image-making, but to a Franciscan Novohispanic hagiographic history.107 An
understanding of the complementary role between text, image, and the hagiographies
present in these pedagogic spaces reveals how the writing on these portraits was a type of
105
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visual affordance that activated monastic life. Tanner continues,
Renaissance art patronage and consumption were embedded, and in
particular ‘the active institution of interior visualization’ through which
the aesthetic forms of art works exercised their specific material agency,
acting as affordances in the creation of the affect proper to devotional
viewing.108
Similarly, Franciscan monastic art and patronage were embedded with a complex set of
visual affordances that include knowledge of Franciscan history, familiarity with the
hagiographies and chronicles produced by the order, and a strong commitment to their
credo of poverty and missionary work. Beyond being stimulated by a certain kind of
aesthetics, Martyr Portraits relied on the metonymic function of its iconography, that is,
its theological and political significances. Given this assumption, the text of the image
and the figure of the martyr, the barbarian, and the landscape gain a level of meaning that
will allow me to deconstruct them as cognitive clues of a monastic life complicit in the
colonial enterprise of the Bourbon Empire. The landscapes of Martyr Portraits, for
instance, under this rubric of interpretation, is rendered as the site of the barbarian and a
window to further northern expansion; the martyr, more than a theological embodiment
of Catholic virtue, in my opinion, produced novices responsible for the future of the
brotherhood in the Americas; and the barbarian, rather than being a simple rhetorical
device of “the other,” I will examine it as a character that incited anxiety by reminding its
viewers of the northern missions’ instability.
As a methodological frame, I will discuss Marty Portraits as a vehicle to express
the Franciscan order’s history and liminality. Liminality is a term from cultural
anthropology that refers to the state in which designated members of a cultural group find
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themselves during a period of transition. The ostensible and perpetual liminality of a
Franciscan resides in his position in the threshold of colonial society; situated between St.
Francis’ ascetic doctrines and the corruptions of everyday life. The exemplary liminality
of these martyrs is graphically referenced through a missionary commitment unto death
that is not defeated by the violence they encountered on the frontier. Instead, the brutality
of the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico appears in these images as a tool by which the
friars achieved martyrdom. The polysemic quality of the portraits resides on the
representation of the friars’ tortured bodies as witnesses to their faith and sacrificial
soldiers of the Spanish empire. !
Retrato de Fray Francisco Casañas de Jesus by Diego Sanabria (Figure 1),
painted in the middle of the eighteenth century, possesses a suite of characteristics
common among those works portraying the martyrdom of various Franciscans who
perished while witnessing to their faith in the viceroyalties of the New World, and it shall
serve as our preeminent example. In the following chapter, in addition to Casañas, I will
examine other American images from different periods, with the goal of anchoring the
history of these paintings to New Spain.
HAGIOGRAPHIES!
Hagiographic literature dates back to the early Christian period and to the official Roman
tribunal documents that describe the interrogations and sentences of the Christian
Church’s proto-martyrs. However, it has been noted that it was not until the fourth
century, with Eusebio Cesarea’s recompilation of Roman documents, that we begin to see
the foundations of the literary hagiographic traditions.109 The baroque novohispanic
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model of martyr’s hagiographies was set by the publication of the Golden Legend by
Jacobu Voragine ca. 1260. Mercedes Serna notes, “The indigenous Church was founded
by them to be a reflection of primitive apostolic Christianity, that way the Church would
compensate the losses suffered during the Protestant Reformation.” The cult of European
martyrs became a symbol of this new era and, in the Americas, the spread of news of new
martyrs was integral to this mission. Gerónimo de Mendieta and the hagiographies to
follow circulated the beginning of a new martyrs’ cult that was being born in New
Spain.110 Gerónimo de Mendieta, for example, was commissioned by the order to write
his Historia Eclesiastica Indiana, which integrated one of the first printed images of an
American Franciscan martyr, Juan Calero, in 1584. This followed an order from the
Capitulo General de la Orden de San Francisco of 1582 (yearly general chapter), which
stipulated the need to publish chronicles of all Franciscan provinces around the world.111
In 1601, Fray Marcelo de Rivadeneyra wrote the most important hagiographic
testimonial in Novohispanic history. The texts and images of Rivadeneyra’s Historia de
las islas del archipielago Filipino y los reinos de la Gran China… created pictorial
models that many artists of martyr portraits adopted in the following two centuries.112
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Rivadeneyra’s descriptions are essential to the study of Novohispanic martyrdom, given
the fact that his account is the only surviving, witnessed testimonial of the Nagasaki
events. His description of events helped define the criteria that established the process for
obtaining martyrdom in New Spain. These norms addressed in Rivadeneyra’s publication
were also outlined explicitly by the Franciscan chronicler Fray Juan de Torquemada in
Monarquía Indiana (first published in Spain in 1615).113 Torquemada explained the three
conditions necessary for achieving martyrdom: the first was to receive torture and die as a
consequence; the second requirement was that the said martyr is to have died for the love
of Christ or in defense of His Word; and the final condition required that the martyrdom
be voluntary.114 Most Novohispanic Martyr Portraits pictorially meet these requirements:
all the martyrs die violently at the hand of barbarians, fulfilling the first two
requirements. Significantly, the martyr never resists his fate; instead, he expresses a
willingness to die as a witness for Christ, but also, as I insist, in defense of the Bourbon
territories.
In 1634 a new age of martyrs was to be institutionalized by Urban VIII who
declared martyrdom a distinctive form of sanctity in which miracles were not necessary
for their beatification or declaration as blessed persons.115 The recognition of martyrs
culminated in New Spain with the beatification in 1627 of the first American saint, Felipe
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de Jesus.116 He was crucified in Nagasaki in 1597 along with twenty-five other religious
men, and he ascended to sainthood without having performed any miracles. On that
account, the narratives surrounding the martyrdom of Felipe de Jesus, which abounded in
monasteries throughout New Spain, indoctrinated an attainable liminality by emphasizing
ascetic pain through missionary commitment and religious zeal.117
The most complete series of Felipe de Jesus’ martyrdom and his fellow martyrs is
housed at the Ex College of Propaganda Fide in Guadalupe Zacatecas. The series of
paintings illustrate the martyrs in a dual iconographic stance. They follow the rules of
Novohispanic martyr images, however, they are all portrayed with halos as divine putti
place a crown of roses to signify their sainthood. Theological differences between saints
and martyrs were established by the laity of the medieval period. Donald Weinstein and
Rudolph M. Bell in Saints and Society, Christendom, 1000-1700 and explain the
complicated medieval making of the Christian martyr, but most importantly, they define
the differences between saints and martyrs. Martyrs were often confused by believers
with saints in the early Church; the distinctions became clearer after Pope Urban VIII
decreed a formalized martyrdom as a separate category of saint-making in 1625.118 This
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difference affected the visual culture of martyrs for the rest of the colonial period.119
Weinstein and Bell explain the distinctions by stating that “in marked contrast to popular
notions of the saint as a miracle-working vessel of supernatural power, the martyr is a
hero honored as a supreme example of how men and women by the exercise of their own
will can further God’s work.” Martyr portraits avoid heavenly interventions. There are no
halos, rays of light, nor putti offering crowns, nor martyrdom palms. Instead, the viewer
is presented with images that aim to deepen the connections between the witnesses to
Christ and create a new type of witness with the future missionary who would have
understood the intimate relationship between these types of images and the circulating
hagiographies.
The chain of production of these images began with official documents, which
served as primary source material for the hagiographies that were later available to
Franciscan portrait artists. In other words, understanding Novohispanic hagiographic
history allows for a more comprehensive reading of these fascinating images. The
hagiographical historiography of New Spain dates back to the early Christian period.
However, in the colonial American context, the intense three hundred years of missionary
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programs, and the sheer size of the territory opened up possibilities for religious authors
to create unique stories that insisted on liminal survival while facing a colonial enterprise.
For instance, the written accounts of martyrdom in New Spain differed from the
European examples of the Early Christian period. Proto-martyr stories, for example, were
performed in urban centers for all to witness, with Rome being a prominent location.
Instead, the distinctive characteristics of Novohispanic martyrdom narratives reside in the
fact that they were practices that, according to Asunción Lavrin, “took place in small,
sometimes makeshift churches in remote missions, out in the vast and empty landscape
traveled on foot by the missionaries.”120 The chronicles present us with many of
examples of archetypal missionaries; however, few seem to have been transitioned from
the literary to the visual field. The specific cases of martyrs chosen to be portrayed on
canvases by these two colleges, all develop under the same conditions: all martyrs die on
the edges of the empire, or in marginal areas outside of institutional centers; they depend
on the figure of a barbarian to induce the friars’ deaths; and they all testify to the need for
possible missionary reform under a catastrophic failing system. However, their
exemplary commitment and insistence upon conversion amongst the Chichimec nations
testifies to a salvageable enterprise.
PORTRAIT GALLERIES!
To reinforce their spiritual and political messages, Franciscan Novohispanic colleges and
monasteries housed galleries adorned with portraits of exemplary members of the
Franciscan order. For instance, in 1697, Agustín de Vetancurt recorded the names of
those Franciscans who had renounced their future assumption of bishoprics and who
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subsequently were painted in a series of portraits by Antonio de Torres for the Colegio de
San Francisco in Mexico City.121 Torres’ portraits focus on depictions of friars in
monastic settings. They lack the violence of Martyr Portraits, but express a similar
commitment to an ascetic life and renouncement of institutional powers, both emblems of
St. Francis’ core belief system.
Franciscan novices were actively indoctrinated to follow St. Francis’ ascetic life and
missionary commitment. They were trained to accept the perils of the dangerous mission
life. The College of Propaganda Fide was founded in Rome in 1622 by Pope Gregory
XV and later established in the Americas to promote missionary expansion into the
northern and southern provinces of New Spain.
Peter Guilday in “The Sacred Congregation de Propaganda Fide (1622-1922)” notes that:
The creation of the Congregation de Propaganda Fide by the Bull
Inscrutabili of June 22, 1622, may be accepted as the completion of the
formative stage of the Counter-Reformation. It was the last of the greater
congregations to be established by the Holy See, and it soon outshone all
the others by the extraordinary extent of its powers and its jurisdiction.122
Coincidentally, the first Propaganda Fide College in New Spain was established only
three years following the Pueblo Revolution, in 1683. While I have not found direct
evidence that the establishment of Propaganda Fide in the Americas is a direct
consequence of the Pueblo uprisings, it is important to note that the centralization of
power and the path towards towards a new missionary Franciscan era, begins almost a
decade before the Bourbons took control of the colonies in 1700. The Testimonies of
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Violence here discussed are direct consequences of the Council of Trent and the
expansion of the College.
Central to the education of Franciscans was imparting to novices and future
missionaries the necessary skills to solidify the belief system of the faithful and to
convert native infidels in remote areas of the empire. In order to achieve the salvation of
others, a missionary required training involving historical and theological knowledge of
the hagiographies of courageous martyrs specifically throughout Novohispanic history. A
familiarity with chronicles provided novices with printed narratives illustrating the perils
encountered by missionaries while attempting to convert the barbarian inhabitants of
what is now New Mexico.123 In many Colleges of Propaganda Fide, future missionaries
debated this type of literature as part of their novitiate training, which included six years
of philosophical and theological learning.124 The Novohispanic hagiographies of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are the narratives that developed as a consequence
of the archival materials used in daily missionary instruction, thus representing an
extension of the documentary evidence that was unseen by most. Authors, such as
Espinosa, Rivadeneyra, and Juan Francisco de San Antonio contributed to the
proliferation of Franciscans as public servants to the Crown and thus, to the religious
legacy of the viceroyalties. And while hagiographic Martyr Portraits were limited to
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private display in monastic locations, they constitute a byproduct of these chronicles and
hagiographies. Their meaning in Franciscan spaces must have been activated, not only
through a familiarity with a Christian iconography of redemptive pain, but also because
the images must have confirmed and restaged the stories narrated in the accounts. Martyr
Portraits exalted the historic memory of the Franciscans by creating a synthesis of
Franciscan ideals with their hagiographic counterparts. The images in these spaces went
hand in hand with the available literature.
The portrait gallery currently in the Museo de Guadalupe in Zacatecas, which
prominently occupies the walls of a narrow corridor, gives us an idea of how a collection
of such paintings might have appeared (Figure 2). Art historian Pedro Ángeles Jiménez
explains how in the mid-eighteenth century, Fray José Antonio Alcocer, chronicler of the
Colegio de Propaganda Fide of Zacatecas, utilized similar portraits as a substitution for
historical documents. Alcocer in his Bosquejo de la historia del Colegio de Nuestra
Señora de Guadalupe y sus misiones, Año de 1788 demonstrates that one of the principal
reasons behind the existence of these portrait galleries was for the Franciscans to
construct their own historic memory, much as the published hagiographies did a century
earlier.125 The galleries must have functioned as active spaces where Franciscan memory
was virtually materialized for future generations of friars. Hagiographies, and the
resulting portraits in the eighteenth century, became reminders of the role Franciscans
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had in the proliferation of Christianity in the Americas.126 In many ways, the galleries
were ordered and functioned similarly to the extant chronicas of the members of these
colleges. While the images are a manifestation of the hagiographic details of the
chronicles, the galleries themselves were the visual embodiment of these chronicas.
More importantly, the literature and visual culture of these illustrious characters
prescribed novices to understand the rubric of Franciscan life as a career defined by
sacrifice, zeal, and poverty.
ICONOGRAPHIC ANALYSIS
The scholarship relating to Martyr Portraits explains their existence mainly as visual
representations of hagiographies. Nonetheless, in order to decode these images beyond
their roles as extensions to contemporaneous literature, we must revisit their iconography.
Martyr Portraits are presented as intricate visual tools for the study of mission history and
its relations to northern Native nations. Nonetheless, a general assessment of what makes
this group of images its own genre of Novohispanic painting needs to be made. The
paintings I study in this dissertation share the following similarities: use of text, which
was most likely borrowed from hagiographies; the representation of Natives as
barbarians; the centering at the foreground of the martyr, which takes over most of the
pictorial space; the development of the narrative in several receding planes; and the
depiction of the landscape.
One must take into consideration that these images did not originate in the
eighteenth century, even though they need to be analyzed under the particular historical
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context of that century and the events that led to it. They are the product of centuries of
European martyr pictures. Also, they obey a formulaic depiction of the barbarian, which
in America had begun to exist two centuries prior to these images. Further, they follow
four centuries of depictions of St. Francis’s life and are a direct result of CounterReformation image-making.
Saint and martyr images with similar compositional arrangements existed in Spain
as early as the sixteenth century. Visual representations of saints and martyrs dominated
Hispanic seventeenth-century visual culture. Artists, such as Juan Sarinena, Esteban
Murillo, Diego Velázquez, Juan de Valdéz, and Francisco de Zurbaran all created images
that may have influenced Novohispanic Franciscan painters.127 However, one must be
careful in assuming a direct connection between specific paintings in Spain and in New
Spain. Sofia Sanabrais, in “The Influence of Murillo in New Spain,” explains:
[The] discussion of Murillo’s influence on seventeenth-century New
Spanish painting has been problematic because of the lack of evidence of
the export of paintings, but the extent of his influence is vague, and, while
there are numerous copies of Murillo’s work in Latin American
collections, hitherto there has been no evidence to link any of them to a
follower of Murillo.128
Juan Simón Gutiérrez’s copies of Murillo, for which Sanabrais shows evidence of their
existence in New Spain, illustrate a rare example of proven direct connections between
baroque artists of Spain and New Spain. Sanabrais concludes, “While the importance of
the Madrid school of painting is uncontested, it now appears that the traditional theory
that the Andalusian school had an impact on artists working in New Spain is worth re-
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examination.”129 The complicated classificatory nature of Spanish aesthetic schools and
their influence in New Spain illustrates my point; while my intention is not to deny the
intercontinental formal similarities between pictorial production on either side of the
Atlantic, one must reconsider framing the complexities of the visual production of New
Spain as a mere extension of European styles.
While I recognize the importance of Spanish, Italian, and northern baroque art
history in the development of Novohispanic martyr compositions, in this chapter in order
to contextualize a genre of purely American paintings, I seek to examine instead the
similarities that exist between martyr images produced during the mid-sixteenth century
with those created during the late-eighteenth century. More specifically, this chapter
seeks to create a survey of extant Novohispanic martyr images. From Los Niños Mártires
de Tlaxcala of the mid-1500s to Pablo Rebullida (the last image of the eighteenth century
I analyze), all the martyrs I consider died in New Spain, contributed to a new American
canon, and reflected an ongoing war against Native idolatry.
THE TEXT
Text and image, as in most colonial pictorial production, cannot be separated; they must
be seen as integrated. Most cloistered, painted visual representations were accompanied
by a text cartouche placed at the bottom part of the composition, providing a pedagogic
tool for religious education. The text in most Martyr Portraits is limited to a few
biographical sentences.130
Sanabria’s painting represents an extension of the extant biographic records. The
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text of Retrato de fray Francisco de Jesús Casañas, which is signed “Sanabria f.” reads
as follows:
The venerable father Fray Franco of Hhs N R P Appco and founder of the
Collegio of Sta Cruz de Querétaro to whom life was inhumanely taken
away by Indians… of New Mexico, when he was in charge of their
conversion in the year 1691.131
The details of the images; text were most likely taken from Espinosa’s writings. Authors
of missionary chronicles, such as Espinosa, for example, emphasize martyrdom episodes
to demonstrate the friars’ fervor for their Order and the Crown.132 In general, the writing
presented in Martyr Portraits aimed to materialize the hagiographic sources available to
novices and artists of central New Spain.
The text in these paintings provides an introductory hagiography of the martyr.
The short informal bio provided by the cartouche text present the main characters’
institutional credentials without describing the scene. It is difficult to establish if the text
was borrowed sentence by sentence from specific passages of the hagiographies. In most
cases, I could not confirm this information. However, the fact remains that artists in
charge of these commissions had access to chronicles, hagiographies, and, as are noted
later in this chapter, original correspondence between the martyrs and their colegios.133
The hagiographic details also create a series of oppositions between bárbaro and
mártir. The main goal of this dichotomy was to distinguish who the martyr and barbarian
were. This was important, not only to produce a clear narrative, but to allow novices to
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perceive their devotional practice as students and possible future martyrs. For instance,
the text in the images used words to distinguish the barbarian from his missionary victim
with a series of adjectives describing the horrific deaths, such as inhumanamente. At all
times, the text aimed to heighten the intensity of the image and increase viewers’
empathy. Ultimately, it helped define the Natives as barbarians and Franciscans as
martyrs by underlying the picture’s pain and violence.
THE MARTYR
The focus of the images is placed on the figure of the martyr in the foreground of the
composition, which presents him dying, or in the process of perishing. The body, or
corpse, is depicted bleeding with visible wounds that accentuate his voluntary suffering.
The martyr appears unaware of the pain inflicted on him as he gazes towards Heaven in a
gesture of contentment and passion. The traditional martyr rhetoric of pain and
contentment sought to highlight St. Francis’s virtues in his brothers. Monastic asceticism
was a necessary tool that was expressed via different visual references, i.e., enduring
pain, distant landscape, but most importantly, the holy habit. The blue and brown
Franciscan robes were composed of a very coarse, heavy material; their “T” pattern
corresponds to Christ’s crucifixion; and the capuches (hood), sandals, and tonsures are
symbols of internal purity, retreat, and complete offering to the service of God. The
cincture’s (rope belt) knots represented the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. The
mendicant robes are the principal vehicles, which shape the bodies of the missionaries.
Heavy mantles control their weight and movement, and deny the expression!of the flesh
of the missionaries. The only access the viewer has to the flesh of the martyr comes via
his blood, which in many cases, drips over the tunics, without corrupting them (Figure
correspondence between the martyr and his Franciscan authorities in Guatemala and Mexico City.
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group 1).
Special emphasis is placed on the robe as a contrast to the naked body of the
Native, whose physical presence at times overshadows the martyr. To underline
Franciscan virtues, the robed brothers were many times represented with crucifix, effigies
of the Virgin Mary, or liturgical books in hand. This reminded the viewer of their
commitment to the salvation of souls. All religious instruments are held against their
bodies, creating a sharp contrast against arrows, bows, and axes.134 Many times,
missionaries are portrayed expanding their arms in a gesture of resignation and serenity,
as they prepare to receive the laurels of martyrdom from the Heavens. Baroque putti,
laurels, clouds, and the palm of martyrdom, common in contemporary representations of
Catholic martyrs (both in Europe and the Americas), are here replaced with ascetic
violence that reflected the documentary nature of the images. The affective CounterReformation intensity of the portrait and its focus on the precise moment when flesh
becomes spirit, reflected an altruistic dedication to spiritual conquest that was most likely
intended to inspire similar zeal in future missionaries.
INDOMITABLE BARBARIAN
Playing the role of antagonists, the Pueblo Native peoples of New Mexico are represented
as the personification of the necessary violence required to create a Franciscan martyr
(Figure group 2). The allegorical portrayal corresponds to a larger tradition of depictions
of non-Christian Indians, apparent also in other earlier evangelical images and coeval
visual forms, such as in certain casta paintings (Figure 14). These representations of the
“indomitable barbarian” in his/her “natural” setting are carried out through several
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pictorial devices. The first and most important one is the dress, which has historically
been composed of feathers and simple cloth swags. The scantily dressed Natives are part
of a formulaic depiction of the non-Christianized Indian that in the Americas began to
take shape through sixteenth-century maps and illustrated European explorers’ accounts.
An important role is played by the contrast that exists between the martyrs’ and Natives’
skin color. The missionaries are always depicted with light white skin; Natives, in
contrast, are always painted with much darker features.135 The third and most important
signifier of “barbarism” in these paintings is the weaponry Natives bear. Macanas, axes,
bows, arrows, and lances contribute to the pictorial language of the savage and
uncivilized. The Native arsenal complements a language of violence and symbols of
hatred necessary in the production of Novohispanic martyrs, and offers an additional
source of anxiety against all northern Native nations.
SEQUENCE OF ATTACK
In all the different grounds of the composition, Natives’ resistance to conversion is shown
as aggressions against the martyrs, and not as defensive actions (Figure group 3). In the
foreground the first blow directed at the monk is presented. In Casañas’ portrait, the
barbarian towers over the kneeling friar, augmenting the threat of the action he is about to
commit. As your eye moves towards the back of the images, the sequential narrative
culminates in the middle ground. The barbarian, once again, appears in action,
perpetrating visceral murders against seemingly inoffensive missionaries. For instance, in
the portrait of Fray Casañas, barbarians stone him to death, while Fray Francisco de
Javier de Silva is eaten alive, and Pablo Rebullida is beheaded. The middle ground

idolatry.
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features the completion of a sequence of violent events, which helped create a narrative
corresponding to hagiographic works available to eighteenth-century monastic audiences.
The deaths of martyrs Fray Díaz, Fray José Moreno, and Fray Casañas, for instance,
relate, to the death figures such as of St. Stephen Martyr, who was stoned to death in the
year c. 34CE; Xavier de Silva, who died damnatio ad bestias, or damned to be eaten by
lions as in Roman times; and Rebullida, who was beheaded similarly to St. Paul the
Apostle. Rebullida’s beheading brings forth the lives of St. John the Baptist, Saint Denis,
and Santos Justo y Pastor (c. 304) who died beheaded outside of the city of Alcalá de
Henares and whose story was immortalized by many artists of the seventeenth century,
including José Juárez in Saint Justus and Saint Pastor, 1653 (Figure 15). The unity of all
picture planes ensures a hagiographic reading; however, further examination reveals a
more political meaning to these scenes.
THE LANDSCAPE
From the middle ground of the composition we move to the background (Figure group 4).
It is in this space that the artist articulates the site of the barbarian, and opens the future of
an expansive colonial enterprise that the Franciscans implicitly benefited from. As in the
portraits of Arvide and Casañas, martyrdoms frequently took place in imagined and
foreign landscapes where next to no human infrastructure can be discerned. Without
exception, the wilderness appears as the background for the figure of the Native
barbarians, echoing their alleged violent dispositions. The martyr paintings employed socalled Flemish pictorial devices in which familiar landscape references presented images
of northern Native sites, such as Jémez, Zuni, and other pueblos, which were made to
appear foreign to the spectator in central New Spain and elsewhere. Such pictorial
mages images is discussed in chapter5
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devices, which by the eighteenth century were popular and widely used on both sides of
the Atlantic, included the saturated use of several shades of blue to create the effect of
atmospheric perspective.
With the aid of formal tools such as high horizon lines, atmospheric perspective,
and graduated use of color, the majority of these images render New Mexican lands as
bare and wild territories ready to be appropriated. The landscapes extend the gaze of the
viewer from the foreground to the background, allowing for the sequential narrative to
culminate in an almost hopeful tone. The body of the martyr extends throughout the
foreground of the picture plane. However, it is in the details of his death, in the middle
ground, that the viewer is allowed to also gaze upon the alien and faraway lands of the
southwest. The articulation of the landscape, as well as the rest of the iconographic
details here described, gain a political meaning once the images are contextualized as the
result of an eighteenth-century visual culture of political expansion. A discussion of the
Bourbon Reforms is necessary in order to understand how these images played an
important role in the reforms that aimed to restructure the administration of the norther
provinces of New Spain.
BOURBON REFORMS
All of the Martyr Portraits examined in this project aim to illustrate the courageous and
saintly dignity of the holy friars’ martyrdoms. However, they also simultaneously point to
the political underpinnings of this genre. The Bourbons, who in 1700 had replaced the
Habsburgs in Spain, imposed various administrative and social reforms across the
Spanish American territories, including those controlled by the Franciscans.136 Known as
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the Bourbon Reforms (in place from 1700-1807), these policies, among other interests,
were meant to solidify the Crown’s viceregal territories under its rule.

Having

laboriously toiled to achieve dominance over this frontier, the Bourbons aimed to wrest
those territories from the friars’ hands and acquire them for themselves. Thus, in this
perilous milieu another message is conveyed by the images — Franciscans were beset by
threats from both the Indios and Spain’s regents, and found themselves existing in an
ethos between two threats. !
One cannot read these portraits outside of the context of the economic and political
legislations promulgated by the house of Bourbon, which curtailed Franciscan authority
over their Indian subjects. Their production in New Spain increased in the eighteenth
century and is directly related to the struggles for authority during this period.
Hagiographic Martyr Portraits represent a visual tactic that simultaneously demonstrated
loyalty to the Crown and defiance to secularization.137 Among the most prominent
administrative modifications at the core of the Bourbon Reforms is the shifting
concentration of political power away from the mendicant communities into the hands of
the Crown, allowing it to take control over the socio-political and economic rights that
the Orders had gained over local populations under the previous administration.138 The
Habsburgs in New Spain (1516-1700) favored the spiritual and political authority the
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Franciscans held over these indigenous communities, such as the Pueblos of New
Mexico.139 Towards the beginning of the eighteenth century, New Mexico represented
one of the last territories where Franciscans enjoyed freedom from episcopal control.
Native resistance to Franciscans during the last decades of the seventeenth century saw a
destabilization that pushed the Crown to yield the administrative control of New
Mexico’s missions to the episcopal Diocese of Durango in 1715.140 Frontier development
was promoted through the Crown’s professional officers who helped survey and
administer the ever-expanding borders of the Spanish territory. As noted in the previous
chapter, Crown officials’ visitas (inspections) produced reports that confirmed to the
Crown the conflicts between Indians, Franciscans, their Diocese, and the various local
governments. These reports cited a failed missionary enterprise in New Mexico allowing
and justifying the Crown’s expedited secularization of this important frontier.141 For
example, during Don Pedro Tapíz y García bishopric rule in Durango (1713-1722), he set
out to inspect his diocese at least four times. While none of the visitas culminated in New
Mexico, his opinion of Franciscans in his prelate was less than satisfactory. Jim Norris
notes that, “their missions were dirty and in poor conditions and little progress had been
achieved in the effort to Christianize their charges. This latter shortcoming, Tapíz
believed, resulted from the Franciscans’ inability to speak the indigenous languages and
the friars’ arrogant manner toward the natives.”142 In 1767, following Viceroy Croix’s

139

Ibid., 102.
The Bishop of Durango was in charge of this Diocese, which was created in 1621 to promote missionary
expansion and alleviate the duties that the Diocese of Guadalajara had in the Northern territories. See: Jim
Norris, After the Year Eighty: The Demise of Franciscan Power in Spanish New Mexico (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 2000), 69–82.
141
According to Luis Navarro Garcia, the first visita took place in 1693.
142
Jim Norris, After the Year Eighty: The Demise of Franciscan Power in Spanish New Mexico
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2000), 70. Speaking the languages from the different
missions was imperative for the development of a successful spiritual conquest campaign. In a document
140

79
order to expel the Jesuits from New Spain, the missions of Santa Fe, Santa Cruz de la
Cañada, Albuquerque, and El Paso were ordered to be secularized.143 These events
increased a need to constantly prove a Franciscan allegiance to the Crown; hagiographic
Martyr Portraits are also a visual soliloquy of piety and devotion towards the Crown’s
radical policy revisions.!
It is during this period, that the Spanish Government began to conceive of the
territories of New Mexico as defensive strongholds against the expansion of other
European States, specifically the French and their expeditions into the territories of Texas
beginning in 1680. Jurisdiction over New Mexican missions was motivated as much by
fear of attacks from resistant tribes as from other European settlers.144 Historian Juan M.
Romero de Terreros Castilla mentions that by 1700, “[t]he Spanish believed that the
mission was the only means to ensure a peaceful settlement of central Texas native tribes
and simultaneously to check French illegal arms trade in the northern borderlands.” This
illegal trade extended all the way to New Mexico, where Indians traded horses for
ammunition and guns with the Europeans.145 For example, in 1723, brigadier Don Pedro
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Rivera was appointed visitador to the internal provinces of New Spain.146 His visita was
to investigate the distributions of forces in the presidios of the north. His presence in the
Presidio de Santa Cruz de la Cañada (Santa Fe) reveals the commercial ties that were
developing among Comanches, Jumanos, and the French. The French reached Taos in
1749 and, for the next eight years, at least eleven more merchants are known to have sold
artillery to New Mexican Pueblo peoples.147
Historians, such as Rex Galindo, Jay T. Harrison, and others view the eighteenthcentury Franciscan missionary presence in northern New Spain as an intricate yet
essential part of the Bourbon dominance in New Mexico. The increasing Franciscan
presence in the northern provinces was a Bourbon strategy to maintain possession of the
disputed territories and its inhabitants. The orders tempestuous presence in New Mexico
during most of the eighteenth century is, in fact, a contradictory history in which
Franciscans are used as a tool of conquest, both observing the threat of other European
powers and Native aggression. Given this complicated historical background, the
Portraits are attempts by the Franciscans to resolve ideological contradictions that existed
in the relationship between the Bourbon colonization campaigns and their credo of
poverty, which was central to the order’s missionary convictions. !
FRANCISCAN LIMINALITY
Both textual and visual descriptions of Novohispanic martyrdom assume a liminal
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condition of the body by asserting a moment when the earthly presence transforms into a
spiritual authority. Anthropologist Victor Turner’s theories on liminality help to explain
the Franciscan presence on the northern Novohispanic/New Spanish frontier. Turner
defines liminal subjects as those that are, “neither here nor there; they are betwixt and
between the positions assigned and arrayed by law…thus liminality is frequently linked
to death.”148 He further links a state of liminality to invisibility, darkness, and the
wilderness.149 Liminal beings are recognized as possessing an authority removed from
social structure and occupying a homogeneous state brought on by discipline and
tribulation. The Franciscans’ relationship to their own liminality is challenged by their
relationship to an expansive empire, even though the Franciscan presence in New Spain
has been characterized mainly as an enterprise devoted to the Christianization of
barbarians and independent of any colonial political policies. More importantly, our
perception of the Portraits’ violent iconography, viewed through the filter of liminality,
explains simultaneously their importance as Franciscan private devotional objects as well
as visual responses to the Bourbon Reforms.150 The Portraits aim to reassure the recruited
Franciscans the order’s liminality by inverting the violence of colonial expansion from
the conquered to the conquerors. The proliferation and popularity of eighteenth-century
Franciscan Martyr Portraits, ranging from the twenty-six martyrs of Japan and San Felipe
de Jesús (killed in 1597) to the victims of the Pueblo Revolution of 1680 and the Mission
of San Sabá, Texas of 1758, were a response to these reforms. A careful analysis of their
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iconography reveals how their role as visual propaganda can render their spiritual
message secondary to their colonial one; in other words, Martyr Portraits were at the
service of the Crown, functioning to recruit missionaries to protect and potentially
sacrifice their very lives at the edges of the contested empire. Thus, in considering
Novohispanic hagiographic history and the martyrs’ tortured bodies, I reveal how the
liminal milieu the Franciscans occupied masked a political message of territorial
expansion.
By adopting doctrines of poverty, mendicant leaders such as Saints Francis,
Benedict and Dominic explained the medieval origins of their orders as liminal efforts to
protest the lavishness of the Church. During the 1960s, Turner expanded definitions of
liminality, first introduced by Arnold van Gennep in 1906, to understand this concept as a
defining characteristic of different religious groups, more specifically, the followers of St.
Francis. Turner’s fascination with the Franciscans resided in their progression from an
archetypal community, which had initially survived a renouncement from all material and
structural possessions, to an expansive and powerful society present around the world.151
It represents a form of institutionalized liminality that expanded its border under the idea
of this permanent rubric. As Turner notes, St. Francis compelled the friars to inhabit the
“interstices” of the social structure of their time, independent from political structures,
and consequently, always therefore in a liminal state; a community deprived of secular
power, but compensated with sacred power. To this end, Turner highlighted the poverty
and nakedness of Christ as the master symbol to follow. In itself a Christic mode that
aimed to place special importance in the process that separated individuals or
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communities (such as the Franciscans) from the power structures of their time.152
Constant change and transformation dominates any religious order whose value is located
in a belief that they exist in the margins of the societies they seek to transform.153
In essence, the liminal process is constituted by a withdrawal from social action,
which is the period in which a novice receives his monastic education, secluded from
society, and with the hope re-emerging back to civilization with a new and higher
spiritual status, as a missionary and ultimately a martyr. The premise of the liminal
process, as Turner notes, is to scrutinize the central values of the culture in which it
occurs, and to re-evaluate the individual as a Franciscan within the colonial hegemonic
hierarchy. Martyr Portraits aid in this process by reminding the novices of their status as
members of this religious and political enterprise, and by showing the ultimate possible
outcome of a liminal state. The images are thus ontological exercises of humility, piety,
and voluntary death by savage with the ultimate goal of maintaining the hierarchies of a
colonial structure. This pervasive misery must have reminded monastic viewers that
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beyond following an unattainable perfection of imitatio Christi, an ideal liminal status
could be reached in the wild peripheries of the empire.154
The Franciscan order’s perception of its liminality in New Spain depended, in
part, on the literal and visual figures of the martyrs in these images. Isolated from the
power of the administrative center and losing their territory, they embodied their
thirteenth-century Franciscan credo. Theologian Carl F. Starkloff has noted that
Franciscan disciples are to live in a liminal stage until they reach an “unchanging state of
Heaven.” They are to always follow the example of St. Francis, who, like Christ, reached
eternity stripped of all material belongings.155 In fact, according to Francis’s Rule of
1223, every brother of the order was to be free from all possessions, including settlements
and houses. Orator and Bishop Doctor Isidro Sariñana y Cuenca drives this point home in
his Funeral Oration over the Twenty-one Franciscan Missionaries Killed by the Pueblo
Indians… which was recited in 1681 in Mexico City’s cathedral. Cuenca reiterated St.
Francis’s philosophy when he declared that, “If we have the necessary means, it is not for
ourselves, for with us to hold property is an execrable offense.”156!
In light of the credo Franciscans embodied in New Spain, we can see how the
hagiographic portraits visually document a life path that was to be imitated by future
missionaries via repeated depictions of holy and devout men embracing their martyrdom
without reservation. However, an ever-expanding missionary program was undeniably
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rooted in precisely the opposite. Turner argues that the liminality of Franciscans perished
with Francis’s death, for his successor Brother Elias was obligated to convert the growing
religious group into a structured community. Turner notes that when it came to these
growing mendicant communities, a reassessment of their central concept was necessary,
given that, "...structureless communitas can bind and bond people together only
momentarily.”157 By the time the Franciscans arrived in New Spain in 1524, liminal ideas
that combined a “stricter observance” of missionary life and the vow of poverty based on
St. Francis’ Rule and testament had been banished.
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From day one, they established

their control and expansion into American territories as an instrument at the service of the
Crown, and not as a liminal community. Thus the liminality they constantly reinforce in
their art is frustrated by their function as handmaids to colonization. !
I maintain that beyond the thelogical role Martyr Portraits played in their religious
setting, they aimed to validate the myth of liminality and to erase the Franciscans’
complicity with the Crown. The willingness to die expressed in Martyr Portraits reveals
their desire to prove their liminality. The contentment portrayed in characters, such as
Casañas, despite the torture and pain inflicted upon their bodies, may have also recalled
to the educated monastic viewer the writings of medieval authors, such as Thomas
Celano and St. Bonaventure, who wrote about St. Francis’ ambition to die while
spreading his credo around the world.159 Bonaventure highlighted the order’s need for
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martyrdom and postulated a necessary connection between mission and persecution.160
The Franciscan yearning for a martyr’s death becomes the ideological foundation of
Novohispanic martyr paintings. !
Eighteenth-century Franciscans understood the success of the sixteenth-century
operation, but always were aware of their own failures when it came to imparting
religious doctrines to American Indians.161 In “The Devils of Querétaro: Skepticism and
Credulity in Late Seventeenth-Century Mexico,” Fernando Cervantes observes that there
is an essential difference in attitude towards spiritual conversion that was expressed
between the chronicles of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. He writes, “On the one
hand the attitude of' the early Franciscans towards their Indian neophytes was marked by
an unmistakable optimism…On the other hand, the approach of the friars of Propaganda
Fide was, by contrast, conspicuously pessimistic.”162 And while the seventeenth century
was dominated by a negative attitude towards the failures of conversion, the eighteenth
saw a renewed Franciscan spirit that, in turn, pushed for the creation of an entirely new
visual culture of martyrs not seen in New Spain since the mid-1600s.
It is precisely this new impulse towards creating a new image for Franciscan
conversion in the far provinces of the empire that betrays the ideological and medieval
core of the brotherhood. The appropriation of territory and the violent history of
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sixteenth-century conversion of the American Natives disrupted their core principles.
These violent martyr images aimed to compensate for the inadequacies of their
ideological goals by facilitating the creation of new missionaries to die in defense of the
faith and, at the same time, contributing to the ever-expanding empire. The images’
ideological core rested in the battered corpse of the martyr, which must have resonated
with novices familiar with these types of Counter-Reformation textual and visual
narratives. !
The Franciscans arrived in Mexico-Tenochtitlan with Hernán Cortés in 1519, and
in 1524, they founded the first missionary order of New Spain. From that point forward,
the endeavor of the order existed in a constant state of contradiction, simultaneously
seeking spiritual transformation in the model of St. Francis’ exemplary life, and acting as
an auxiliary to the Spanish colonial powers, which for three hundred years controlled
most of the American continent. However, the artistic oeuvre of the Franciscans in
Mexico is meant to reflect mainly their belief in their saint’s liminality. Monasteries,
churches, and colleges in New Spain were decorated with an infinite number of paintings,
sculptures, and frescos, which demonstrated the beginning of their liminal history, i.e.,
the life of St. Francis and their subsequent turbulent mission program in New Spain. The
portraits of exemplary members of the Church, which included the martyrs under
consideration, are an extension to that liminal legacy. !
The didactic nature of this visual culture helped novices to familiarize themselves
with these liminal ideals in order to grapple with the ideological utopia that permeates
every iconographic detail of these Portraits. Martyr Portraits, primarily aimed to illustrate
the supreme courage and devotion of their subjects during a campaign of spiritual
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conquest that in the eighteenth century, had shifted their gaze towards the northern
territories of New Spain. Casañas, for instance, is portrayed neither dead nor alive,
between martyred glory and voluntary suffering, and geographically distant from the
central colonial power. The Franciscan compliance with a colonial expansionist agenda
was masked through the depicted liminality of the martyr’s perishing body in the
foreground of the picture planes. Vividly, emphasis is placed on his heavenward gazes,
which exemplify ecstatic states of spiritual passion and acceptance of his fate.
FRAY FRANCISCO CASAÑAS!
The standards for martyrdom that Rivadeneyra and Torquemada address are best
illustrated in Diego Sanabria’s Retrato de Fray Francisco Casañas de Jesus, executed in
the mid-eighteenth century. This Spanish-born missionary was sent to New Mexico in
1693 from the convent of Querétaro. In his 1746, Chronica apostólica y seráfica de todos
los colegios de propaganda fide, Isidro Félix de Espinosa recounts how in 1693, the
Franciscan, Fray Francisco Casañas de Jesús left Zacatecas:
To say goodbye to his friends and benefactors with such delight that
everybody felt surprised by the happiness in his face…. ‘Brothers,’ he
said, ‘do not forget about me in your prayers as I am headed out to be
killed by the indians.163
!
In a letter by Fray Francisco de Vargas to the Mexican Provincial Clemente de Ledesma,
written in Santa Fe, July 21, 1696, de Vargas explained Casaña’s death in the following
manner:!
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…[The] Indians…caught him and killed him next to a cross that the said
religious had set up in the cemetery; and on many occasions… I heard him
say, that he had it so that they could crucify him on it, and although these
wishes were not attained, he succeeded in expiring at the foot of the cross
after he had been wounded many times, as they ended his life.164
Sanabria’s portrait illustrates the Pueblo natives’ exact sequence of attack that Vargas’
letter explained more than a half a century prior. Fray Casañas kneels in the foreground,
occupying most of the picture plane. His calm eyes are raised towards the large wooden
cross he grasps as a half-naked Indian, who stands behind him, swings a macana (Aztec
wooden club with obsidian blades) towards him. The wounds and dripping blood visible
on top of his head amplify the empathy the observer shares with the religious hero. The
friar’s expression is stoic despite his suffering. !
The foreground features the first blow directed at Casaña and, in the background,
we see the brutal stoning that ended the friar’s life. The final attack must have reminded
Franciscan viewers of the iconographic parallels between this missionary and the
exemplary life of St. Stephen Proto-Martyr, who died in a similar fashion by being stoned
to death by infidels despite his charitable and devoted service to the poor. This
comparison is also noted by Espinosa in his chronica, demonstrating the tight connection
between the hagiographies and the portraits that follow decades later. The affective
intensity of the portrait and its focus on the precise moment of martyrdom reflects an
altruistic dedication to spiritual conquest that was most likely intended to inspire similar
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zeal in future missionaries. Coincidentally, hagiographies based on these documented
events will also surface within the next decades, amplifying the violence that the official
documents omitted. !
Given the distance between the Novohispanic friars in central New Spain and the
actual martyr deaths in the northern and southern provinces, the excess of violence in
literary and visual martyr scenes must have represented a tool that provided a layer of
veracity. Antonio Rubial García and María Teresa Suárez Molina explain that martyr
scenes were so vivid and violent that they resembled medical forensic writings.165 In
fact, in regards to Casañas’ death, Isidro Félix de Espinosa in 1746 wrote: !
[W]hen the Apache Indians, who were riotering with the Pueblos and who
represent the cruelest of people...saw him all alone at the cemetery, they
captured him and gave him to these wolves, thirsty butchers for the blood
of Christians. When the time arrived [Fray Francisco] quickened his step to
hug the cross that he had placed in the cemetery, and after kneeling in front
of the sacred wood, they discharged on his head a macana with such fury
that they broke his skull, bathing his entire body with his own blood.166!
!
Casañas’ written and painted hagiography reiterated the conditions of Novohispanic
martyrdom as explained by Torquemada some two centuries earlier. However, the details
that led to this moment, the expansionist Bourbon agenda, and the complex relationship
between missionaries, local governments, and Native groups is discounted by this
Portrait’s painter and all other Martyr Portrait painters of the eighteenth century. Instead,
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the minimal biographical description placed on the lower edges of these images was
taken from published eighteenth-century chronicas in order to create a painted account.
The hagiographic Portrait artists disregarded official documents and opted to borrow their
violent narratives from writers, such as Espinosa. By drawing inspiration from the
chronicas, and not the letters, painters like Sanabria emphasize the martyr’s religious
experience and erase the historical complexities of the New Mexico mission system.

!

The violence in the images highlights the enduring pain of the martyr that is central
to the chronicas used for the development of the Portraits’ iconography. The visceral
responses of the misery of Casañas and Arvide were intended to disguise the power
struggle between missionaries and Native peoples by emphasizing the Franciscan zeal,
sacrifice, poverty, and ascetic pain. The use of blood, weaponry, and the lack of more
hagiographic written information as part of the image must have rendered the
documentary evidence invisible.

In its place, the viewer was impressed with vivid

images that limited their significance to a violent spectacle, aimed to affect the viewers
on a visceral level. Given the didactic role of the paintings in a monastic setting, and as
visual models of exemplary missionary activity, it is not difficult to imagine how an
emotional reading of the violence enacted upon the martyrs obfuscated the political
propagandistic role of the portraits.167 We must keep in mind that written evidence was
limited to re-interpretations of historical events, given the fact that direct testimonials
from missionaries on their path toward martyrdom were difficult to come by.168 A lack of
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primary sourced testimonials de-emphasized the documentary value of the images,
facilitating a sympathetic connection between the monastic viewers and the martyrs’
misery, allowing for the images to be read as de facto Visual Testimonies.
Ostensibly, Casañas’ story developed differently from Espinosa’s gruesome
account. In several letters written a few months before the attack of Jémez Pueblo in
1696, Casañas and other missionaries expressed their concerns to New Mexico’s Father
Custodian with regard to the “evil intents” of the Pueblo Natives, and implored him to
supply military support.169 This version contradicts the Franciscan credo of voluntary
martyrdom; nonetheless, by July of that same year, five missionaries, including Fray
Casañas, had perished at the hands of the locals. Only months later, the General
Commissary to the missionaries of New Mexico addressed his surviving soldiers from the
college of Guadalupe Zacatecas in a letter: !
With the blood of your five religious [friars], with the shedding of this
blood in the continuation of martyrs, the religion will be multiplied and
extended throughout the entire world. And in that New Mexico, although
the blood that was shed with constancy and valor by twenty-one of our
brothers is not yet dry… Put aside, my sons, the fear of those who can kill
the body.170 !
!
The correspondence between New Mexican missionaries and Franciscan authorities in El
Paso, Texas, and Zacatecas, prior, during, and after the 1696 revolt, reveals an intricate
story where the promise and fear of martyrdom justified all procedures regarding the
defense and safety of the future martyrs. These letters must have served as source
materials for Felix de Espinosa’s Chronica; however, he omitted many details in favor of
Press, 2014), 145.
169
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a more violent interpretation to the hagiographies he chronicled.
Rubial and Molina argue that the comparison with St. Stephen Martyr, which is
also noted in Espinosa’s hagiography, was intentional, not only to create connections
between the spectators and the character of the martyr-saint, but also to demonstrate how
these types of martyrs came to fruition at a price. In this case, the price is the gruesome
and voluntary death at the hands of the heathens. Nonetheless, as I will later demonstrate,
the details of Casaña’s death are very complicated, and the letters he wrote to the General
Commissary to the missionaries of New Mexico demonstrate the opposite. Rubial and
Molina argue that Espinosa tried to demonstrate Casaña’s status as martyrdom by way of
storytelling:
...death was preceded by torment; he evaded the vices of his apostates; his
death was voluntary since he opted to not abandon the mission even though
he knew he was in danger because in that Pueblo, in the 1680 rebellion,
another frail died, Juan de Jesus; apostates killed him for hating catholic
religion.171
Rubial and Molina argue that the rules of Novohispanic martyrdom were outlined by
Espinosa, and possibly others, through the narrative itself. At the end, Rivadeneyra and
Torquemada’s lesson are put to the test as the textual and the illustrative definitions of
American martyrdom come together to create a unique genre of painting. The
hagiographic pain and sacrifice of the martyrs memorably translates to the pictorial
realm, feeding in its monastic spectator the fantasy of martyrdom.
Chapter Conclusion!
These paintings are a powerful visual manifestation of hagiographic writings. They
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extend literal narratives into realm of artistic expression thus epitomizing a more
profound connection between novices and the martyrs of the viceroyalties.

The

paintings, similar to the writings, place the willful pain of the martyr in the foreground of
the composition for the novices’ scrutiny and affective response. Ultimately, the violence
embedded in these images brands Franciscan viewers as witnesses to the misery of
mission life and the barbaric nature of its Native inhabitants. We must interpret these
images, recognizing the conditions of martyrdom, the theological significance of pain and
misery, the lack of written documentation on the canvasses, and their references to
violence. !
Martyr Portraits must have functioned as visual testimonies where the Franciscan
compliance with a colonial expansionist program was veiled beneath a sentimental
connection with the liminality and misery of the illustrated martyr. To their intended
audience, the Martyr Portraits used recognizable hagiographic details that must have
served as an important means for authenticating and perpetuating the friars’ vow of
poverty, missionary commitment, willingness to perish as martyrs, and ultimately,
insistence on their idealized liminal experience. The Franciscan tractability with an
eighteenth-century colonial agenda is visually compensated in these images with the
purpose of recruiting new missionaries to die in defense of the Bourbon Empire as much
as for their faith. The imperial language encoded in these images suggested the marginal
status of the Pueblo Natives and their land in relation to the central colonial
administration, thus presenting a justification for Christian conversion. In the end,
Franciscan ideals were presumably preserved and vindicated in the face of the politically
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motivated conquest of new territories, populations, and their resources.
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CHAPTER 3:
THREE HUNDRED YEARS OF WITNESSING VIOLENCE: THE HISTORY OF
MARTYR PORTRAITS IN NEW SPAIN
It is important to note that Martyr Portraits were not exclusive to the topic of New
Mexico, nor were they just created for Propaganda Fide spaces like Zacatecas or
Querétaro. Images illustrating the martyrs of Franciscan, Dominican, and Jesuit
mendicant orders abounded in New Spain. They are still present in various religious
spaces in Mexico. This genre expanded to different Franciscan learning centers, including
the Colegio Santa Cruz de Propaganda Fide in Querétaro, the Colegio de San Francisco
in Mexico City, and the Franciscan Colegio de Zapopan Jalisco, among others. I chose to
highlight other examples that formally and iconographically coincide with the retratos of
Arvide and Casañas, and that tell a story of martyrdom in the Iberian conquered
territories. More specifically, the paintings in this chapter show New Spain as the site of a
new era of Christian martyrs. The images of the first Tlaxcalteca martyr, Felipe de Jesús,
which spread throughout central New Spain due to his status as the first saint of the
Americas, the Portrait of Fray Pablo Rebullida, and the Retrato of Fray Francisco
Xavier de Silva will also be studied (Figures 5 and 8). In other words, Testimonies of
Violence with a Novohispanic hagiographic content are my main focus.
Pedro Ángeles Jiménez developed a chronology of Franciscan Martyr Portraits
from the sixteenth to the seventeenth century.172 Most importantly, he exposed several of
the ideological, iconographic, and formal details here discussed. The work of Jiménez,
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was an invaluable source for the development of this work, with which I hope to continue
the dialogue that his dissertation and written articles began. Of equal importance are the
collective works of Antonio Rubial.! His extensive scholarship has contributed to the
understanding of martyrdom in New Spain. By re-evaluating the works of Rubial and
Jiménez, and anchoring them to a New Mexican colonial setting, I will address the
importance of Martyr Portraits, which previously have been ignored, and their precarious
relationship to a tumultuous period in Novohispanic history: the artistic trends, history,
and politics of the first three quarters of the eighteenth century.
MOTOLINÍA AND THE TLAXCALA MARTYRS
The history of Franciscan Novohispanic hagiography, more or less, starts with Historia
de los indios de la Nueva España, written by Fray Toribio de Benavente Motolinía in
1539. Although Toribio is considered an ethnographer by modern historian standards, his
narrative of the three Native Tlaxcalteca child martyrs is the first example of an
American martyr story. Martyrdom becomes an essential part of his narrative. He began
to construct the memory of the Franciscans in New Spain (for both Iberian and American
audiences). Motolinía’s work served as an inspiration to many other hagiographic works
produced in the Americas. His narrative follows familiar patterns of hagiographic
writing: the narrative of a man’s exemplary life, commitment to the Church and
missionary work amongst periphery infidels, the painful journey to the place of
martyrdom, a chronicle of the last days or hours of his life, and finally, a detailed and
violent narrative of his death. This is precisely the structure that Martyr Portraits’ text
follows.
With the narratives of Tlaxcala’s Cristobalito, Antonio, and Juan, who were

98
beatified by Pope S.S. Juan Pablo II in 1990,173 Motolinía reinvents the history of
hagiographies to make American heresy the center of the main instrument needed to
create new martyrs. Axcotecatl, one of the Four Lords of Tlaxcala, ordered his child
Cristobal to study under the direction of the first twelve Franciscans, who arrived in New
Spain by invitation and recommendation of Hernán Cortes. The inclusion of the first
Franciscan friars represents an important point of departure for the colonial development
of this literary genre. Benavente’s martyr story is also a significant introduction to the
construction of a defiant Native idolatry, thus shaping the path for all Novohispanic friar
martyrs to follow. On his return, Cristobalito, failing to convince his father to abandon
his indigenous belief system, destroyed local idols and spilled his pulque in a sign of
opposition against his father’s religion:
Cristobal, taken by a divine anger determined to destroy them, which he
did the same with three large [pots] that contained the beverage used by
the father and the other Indians used to get drunk with…174
Cristobal was struck with wooden clubs as his helpless mother watched, unable to
intervene. She was also later murdered for attempting to protect her son. Immediately
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after, his beaten body was set on fire, and he perished in bed hours later.
Only a few prominent images of this event survive. While I am convinced that
many murals and canvases were created to commemorate the first American martyrdom,
only a few examples from the eighteenth century survive.175 Some of the paintings that
survived have been described as important objects since they corroborate the writings of
important chronicles such as those of Motolinía, López de Gomara, Muñoz Camargo,
Davila Padilla, Mendieta, Torquemada, Vetancurt and others.
Cuadriello, in his book The Glories of the Republic of Tlaxcala (2004), believes
that the images not only help visualize the circumstances in which the three martyrs died,
but they help illustrate the role of Tlaxcala as the Bethlehem of the Americas, writing,
“because it was there that the light of Christianity shone for the first time in a ‘New
World.’”176 Among other graphic representations of this martyrdom, images such as The
Martyrdom of the Tlaxcaltec Children Cristobalito, Antonio and Juan by Juan Manuel
Yllanes del Huerto (mid-eighteenth century), the murals of Ozumba, The Three Child
Martyrs of Tlaxcala (late-eighteenth century), and the Martyrdom of Cristobalito, 1795–
1801, have survived (Figures 16-19).177 All of these hagiographic images are important
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and deserve a deeper study.
The martyrdom was celebrated by an anonymous author in Atlihuetzia, the site of
the martyrdom (Figure 18). The three-part canvas is an example of the documentary
quality that the hagiographic portrait would take in the eighteenth century. The images
can easily be separated as individual Martyr Portraits. Their bodies dominate the
foreground of the composition. They are set against a very minimal landscape, while
ornate cartouches rest at their feet. The text, as in future images of the same genre,
provides very little information about their lives. On the left of the composition, we see
Antonio, dressed as an Iberian prince, with ample breeches and a red cloak to symbolize
his high Tlaxalteca lineage.178 Both Juan and Antonio are depicted crossing their hands.
This was a sign of imploration to live. Their sandals and humble clothing contrast with
Antonio’s more European aristocratic costume. Cristobalito is bursting into flames, which
expand into the space of the other martyrs. The children are presented with no visible
wounds, as they gaze up to Heaven to signal the acceptance of their deaths. Besides the
sword piercing Cristobal’s body, there is no pictorial indication of who provoked these
three martyrdoms. Besides the text at the bottom of the composition, the anonymous
artist of The Three Child Martyrs opted to approach the narratives of the event in
minimal fashion. This allows for the images to relate more to future ex-votos and
religious stamps than to hagiographic portraits. In other words, the image avoids action

book. Nonetheless, they deserve a closer look, given Cuadriello’s analysis amounts to less than ten pages..
All images have a greater connection to a more complicated history of Novohispanic art, which could
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sites, and write an entire essay about them.
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and narrative in order to embody the simplicity of votive objects.179
While Cuadriello avoids an elaborate discussion of this canvas to favor Juan
Manuel Yllanes de Huerto’s paintings, it is important to note that the seemingly
simplistic rendition of The Three Child Martyrs could have established a pictorial
formula in the eighteenth century for painting Novohispanic Martyr Portraits in the
following decades.180
According to Antonio Rubial Garcia in “El mártir colonial. Evolución de una
figura heroica,” the type of literary narrative became a formula after the first
Novohispanic hagiography appeared in Gerónimo de Mendieta’s Historia Eclesiastica
Indiana (1595).181 According to Mercedes Serna, about ninety biographies of Franciscans
(old and new) were part of the original manuscript of Mendieta.182 Many of the
biographies narrate the life of Franciscan preachers in the Americas, including martyrs.
Most of the hagiographies used for this dissertation were part of meologios, or
menologies, which list the heroic acts of the friars, as part of a complicated history of the
Franciscan presence in New Spain. Meologios narrate the sacrifices and hardships that
the order went through in fulfilling their commitment to spiritual conversion.
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replaced by the palms of martyrdom. This last interpretation is also the version that circulates in wider form
through stamps, calendars, and all kinds of souvenirs that presently exist. Given its wide circulation, the
legacy of this last “naiveté” version is more powerful than all the images that survive from the eighteenth
century.
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Mendieta’s narrative was popularized and became a familiar formula that many
followed during the following two centuries. Similar to Benavente, Mendieta’s
descriptions began with a short account of the friars’ lives in Spain. Assuming that the
circulation of these publications was common inside Franciscan monasteries and colleges
-the original place of their production- these narratives must have contributed to a sense
of pride among local novices.183 Fray Juan Calero, who met his martyrdom in 1541 at the
hands of the Caxcan, is the first martyr-hero friar of the viceregal period. The three
hundred years of Iberian dominance in the Americas produced approximately forty-two
Franciscan martyrs.184 Calero had his religious preparation in Alcalá, Spain, in the
monastery of Santa María de Jesús. He was sent to the convent of Ezetlan in Nueva
Galicia during the early 1530s, only to die during the Mixton War in Tequila in 1541.
Natives raided several convents and missions of the territories in present-day Zacatecas
and Jalisco. To persuade audiences that the possible failure of the mission in this region
was a product of Native hatred, and not the friars’ unfair procedures, Mendieta stresses
the good work of Calero and describes an arduous eighteen-month mission among the
Caxcan peoples. Calero is described as spending his last days reduciendo (converting)
“roaming” indios outside the mission’s village, a narrative that is soon to become familiar
when referencing Martyr Portraits. Acknowledging their dominion over Native souls and

http://revistahipogrifo.com/index.php/hipogrifo/article/view/177/246
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Later in 1753 Fray Diego Alvarez wrote Memorial ilustre de los famosos hijos del Real convento de
Santa Maria de Jesus, vulgo de Diego Alcala (Illustrious Memorial of the sons of the Real convento de
Santa Maria de Jesus, of the masses of Diego Alcala). It is also important to note that many of these
martyrdoms took place during important liturgical dates. Rebullida dies during the celebration of St.
Francis’s Stigmata and Calero during the first day of Easter etc…
184
Ibid. pg.11. It is important to note that while the hagiographies of the Jesuits were very popular towards
the end of the seventeenth century, no parallel visual culture exists. Only one hagiographic Martyr Portrait
survives from these narratives. See Antonio Rubial María Teresa Suárez Molina, “Mártires y predicadores.
La Conquista de las fronteras y su representación plastic,” in De La Patria Criolla a La Nación Mexicana,
1750–1860, 1. Ed. ed. Los Pinceles De La Historia. Mexico (México: Banamex, 2000), 52.
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language is of central concern in all Novohispanic hagiographies. They demonstrate to
their readers and novices, the dedication and preparation of the friars. All accounts, for
example, culminate in a detailed description of the friar’s death, which many times was
preceded by a preaching scene that intended to glorify missionary commitment against
idolatry, no matter what. Most friars died during Mass service, delivering a sermon to
their congregation, or preaching outdoors. Preaching the truth in public was a contentious
activity that defied death. Mendieta describes Calero’s martyrdom in gruesome detail:
The barbarians shot arrows at him, and wounded fell to the ground,
confessing the Name of God amongst all those unbelievers. Not content
with their doings, with macanas they broke his teeth…saying “you won’t
predicate heaven and hell things no more, we do not need it nor your
doctrine. They also stroke his head with a macana, and even when blood
ran from several body parts, seeing that he was not entirely death, they
finish killing him by stoning.185
Five days later, his body was found incorrupt and his blood was, “as fresh as if he had
just been martyrized.”186 Mendieta’s ghastly details are justified as he declares that his
misfortunes were blessings, given the fact that he got to experience the pain of Saint
Stephen Martyr, who was stoned to death; St. Apolonia, whose teeth were broken; and
Thomas of Canterbury, who was beheaded. The news of Calero’s death circulated
throughout the empire, and the details of his martyrdom were repeated in many writings
throughout the colonial period. Yet I have not been able to find any images or
hagiographic Martyr Portraits of Calero. Instead, the cult of Felipe de Jesús began to take

185

Original text reads as follows: Los bárbaros dispararon en el sus flechas, y asaetado cayo en tierra,
confesando el Nombre de Dios entre aquellos descreídos. Los cuales no contentos con lo hecho, con las
macanas le quebraron los dientes y muelas en la boca, diciendo: “Ya no nos predicaras mas cosas del cielo,
ni del infierno, ni hemos menester ni queremos tu doctrina.” Dieronle también macanazos en la cabeza, y
aunque de muchas partes le corría sangre, viendo que aun no estaba del todo muerto, le acabaron de matar a
pedradas. See: Fray Gerónimo de Mendieta, Historia eclesiástica indiana: obra escrita a fines del siglo
XVI / por Fray Gerónimo de Mendieta; la pública por primera vez Joaquín García Icazbalceta, (México:
Antigua Librería, 1870), 738, http://cdigital.dgb.uanl.mx/la/1080012505/1080012505_143.pdf
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shape soon after, overshadowing the friar’s death. Recent scholarship, however, reminds
its readers of the significance of Calero’s sacrifice, as he is considered the first European
martyr to die in the Americas and the first in a long line of Novohispanic mendicant herovictims. And while he may have not been the first martyr of the Christian Church, he was
still known as the first Old Christian martyr to die in the Americas, a feat that inaugurated
an entirely new age of Franciscans and the Novohispanic martyrs. Fray Diego de Valadez
writes:
I am also forced to give you reason for calling our V. Fr. Juan Calero First
Martyr of the Indian Church. We say this, because, he obtained the first
martyrdom crown of the Old Christians that moved to those lands, because
of the New Christians, the first martyr was a Child Indian from Tlaxcala,
whose name was Cristobal as can be read in Monarquia Indiana…187
The story of Calero is particularly important for the development of Novohispanic
hagiography and the hagiographic portraits that followed. Calero represented the
struggles that missionaries went through in the provinces of New Spain. The
understanding of Mendieta’s writings and the images reproduced in his book are essential
to begin to unravel Martyr Portraits. Although I would not consider any of the
illustrations in Historia Eclesiastica Indiana as Martyr Portraits, Mendieta’s image
(which has no title, but will be referred here to as Martyr Scene) created a visual narrative
of martyrdom that most likely shaped future depictions of the genre (Figure 20).188
187

The original text reads as follows: Es también forzoso dar la razón de llamar a nuestro V. Fr. Juan
Calero Primer Martyr de la Iglesia Indiana. Decimos, pues, que tuvo la primera corona de el martirio de los
cristianos viejos, que pasaron a ella tierras porque delos Cristianos nuevos, fue el primer Martyr un Indio
Nino de Haxcalla [(Tlaxcala)], que se llamo Cristóbal como se puede ver en la Monarquía Indian… See:
Fray Diego Álvarez, Memorial illustre de los famosos hijos del Real convento de Santa María de Jesus,
vulgo de Diego Alcalá (Imprenta de Doña María García Briones. Alcalá, Spain, 1753), 66.
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The images were most likely created by Mendieta and inspired by, and at times copied from, previous
chronicles such as Diego de Valadés Rhetorica Indiana, Fray Andrés de Olmos work, Apologética Historia
Sumaria by Bartolome de las Casas and Jeronimo de Alcala, author of and Historia de Michoacan. See:
Luis Martínez Ferrer, “Fray Gerónimo de Mendieta (1525–1604) y la religion mesoamericana
Prehispanica,” in La natura della religione in contesto teologico, ed. Santiago Sanz Sánchez, and Giulio
Maspero (Pontificia Università della Santa Croce. Edusc, Roma 2008), 4.
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Martyr Scene appears in Book V: Franciscanos ilustres, fallecidos de muerte
natural o por martirio (Illustrious Franciscans, Killed by Natural Death and Martyrdom,
late 16th century). Although the image has traditionally been interpreted as an illustration
of various martyrs, I propose the following reading: as a narrative of one martyr,
Mendieta created a flat space with no spatial recession and distributed the sequence of
events from top to bottom. The only aspect that denotes distance is the scale of the
building, which slightly diminishes towards the top. The narrative develops in a zigzag
pattern, creating a sequence of scenes that culminates with the death of the martyr at the
lower left corner of the image.
The sequential progression of the events, and several of the themes proposed by
Mendieta in Martyr Scene, continued to be useful tools in eighteenth-century Martyr
Portraits. The landscape develops infinitely upwards, suggesting an ongoing missionary
commitment in estranged lands. The figure of the Native is depicted as a stereotypical
barbarian and the missionary is shown preaching and helpless against the violence and
weapons of the Indians. The landscape is barren, the buildings are scattered to avoid
creating a sense of a specific geographic setting, and the eye of the reader is led to the
final blows that gave martyrdom to the body of the friar.
At the top, the Franciscan is first confronted by a tribe of barbarians. They point
their arrows to the martyr, as he points to the sky. This positions him as the intercessor
between God and their souls. In the second scene that follows below, a possibly different
Franciscan intercedes between two Indians. His classic contrapposto pose contrasts with
the barbarians who direct his arrows towards him. With his left hand, he also points to
Heaven as he raises his arm in an orator gesture; the Franciscan is the ideal preacher and
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mediator between war and civilization. It is unclear if the defenseless friar is settling a
dispute or if he is trying to avoid a possible attack. The slightly distinct “styles” of the
scattered buildings indicate that the lives of the friars unfolded in more than one site.189 I
believe, however, that this is a representation of one Franciscan at different stages of his
hagiography, a symbol of all past and future martyrs.
The third segment of the composition shows the same Franciscan, on his knees,
also pointing to Heaven, holding a crucifix as two infidels approach him with bows and
arrows. The fourth and final scene presents a much more familiar image, which reappears
in most Martyr Portraits: the friar lying dead in the barren landscape. The narrative that
began at the top culminates with his slaying, as two chichimecas finalize their attack with
strikes of spears and macanas. Spears, macanas, and arrows appear in the Portraits of
Xavier de Silva, Casañas, and San Saba correspondingly (each one with its narrative
peculiarities and details). Mendieta’s Libro V’s circulation in Franciscan monasteries
makes it a definitive source of inspiration to future Martyr Portrait artists.
Historia Eclesiastica Indiana was an instrument that gave visibility to a new cult
of martyrs that was developing in New Spain by the end of the sixteenth century. More
specifically, it helped define the new relationship between Franciscan missionaries and
Natives. It also helped define the parameters of later conception of the northern
chichimeco. In his writing, Mendieta described Natives as nervosos, fornidos,
desbarbados, and brutos (nervous, strong, beardless and brute). Mendieta’s descriptions,
and the images that accompany them, are one of the first Franciscan portrayals of
indigenous peoples outside of the Valley of Mexico. They are shown under the visual
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This is perhaps the main reason why academics have interpreted this scene as different Franciscans in
different precarious evangelizing situations.
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rubric of the chichimeca, as vessels of the Crown, and in need of spiritual education.
Mendieta is also the first artist to demonstrate the intricate relationship that existed
between text and image.190 This is a relationship that becomes crucially important for all
martyr images created throughout the rest of the colonial period.
A TRIPTYCH IN SAN FRANCISCO PUEBLA
Fray Martín de Arvide’s life and death are documented in two chronicles. Arvide
sporadically appears in the Memorial of Fray Alonso de Benavides from 1630 and in
Augustín de Vetancurt’s Menologio Franciscano. Retrato de Fray Martín de Arvide’s
text reads as follows:
Venerable father Fray Martín de Arvide, native of San Sebastian en la
Cantabria [Northern Spain]. He professed in the convent of Mexico and as
reward for his virtues he obtained the opportunity to give his life in a
glorious martyrdom to the Redeemer in New Mexico on February of
1632.191
As noted in the painting, he was from the port of San Sebastián Cantabria in Spain, and
took his vows in the convent of San Francisco in Mexico City ca. 1612. He was
appointed to “appease” the Jémez Pueblo peoples, who had begun to disperse
throughout the surrounding mountains, and he remained a leading figure there for
several years. He was killed by the Zuni Indians as he migrated to convert the Zipias of
present-day eastern Arizona.192 The Native presence in this image is symbolized by a
transverse machete sunken into his skull (Figure 5). RFA’s text, similar to the images
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It is important to keep in mind that not only did Mendieta use visual tools to define the chichimeca, but
also he describes them in detail in the prologue of the second part of Book V of Historia Eclesiastica
Indiana. See chapter 4 for more details:
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Original text reads as follows: El Venerable Padre Fray Martín de Arvide natural de la ciudad de San
Sebastian en la Cantabria: profesó en el convento de Mexico y en premio de sus virtudes consiguió dar
gloriosamente en martirio la vida por nuestro Redentor en le Nuevo Mexico en veintisiete de Febrero de
1632.
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See: Thomas E. Sheridan, Stewart B. Koyiyumptewa, Anton Daughters, Dale S. Brenneman, T. J.
Ferguson, Leigh J. Kuwanwisiwma, and Lee Wayne Lomayestewa. Moquis and Kastiilam: Hopis,
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analyzed in this dissertation, describes the following biographical details: place of
origin, the institution where the martyr studied, and the location and date of the
martyrdom. Coincidentally, this information represents the majority of Arvide’s
surviving written records. These types of Testimonies of Violence must have served as
exemplary visual representations of zeal to monastic students of similar origin. A close
identification with the illustrated martyr must have been essential to novices’ spiritual
formation. Knowing the martyr’s biography also would have aided a deeper connection
between the martyr and the novices, thus bringing the novices closer to the notion of an
ideal martyrdom.193 The text of the painting’s cartouche was most likely borrowed from
Benavides’ account of Arvide’s death in his memorial of 1634. The friar recounts that:
The old sorcerer arose, grasped a large club near by, and struck the blessed
father such a blow on the head that he felled him and then he and others
dragged him around the plaza and ill-treated him cruelly.194
This image has never been exhibited outside this church and represents a prime example
of New Mexican Franciscan Martyr Portraits. Arvide’s image integrates The Retrato de
Fray Francisco de Arvide, which was created for the coro of San Benito de Palermo
Chapel in the church of San Francisco, Puebla, Puebla. The body of Arvide occupies
most of the central section of the semicircular canvas. Arvide wears the blue-gray tunic
of the Order of Friars Minor (OFM Latin Ordo Fratrum Minorum; also called the
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Franciscan Order, the Franciscans, or the Seraphic Order).195 As he stands gazing up to
Heaven, his right hand gestures a blessing speech symbol as his left hand holds a
crucifix; both pinning connections to the imitatio life friars were to follow. Arvide was
created, as noted by the image, “a solicitud de los padres limosneros de este santo
convento,” (by request of mendicant friars of this holy convent). The martyred body
seems undisturbed by the large machete rupturing his skull, which is a formulaic
approach to depict a baroque divine intervention. He is surrounded by a lush landscape
rendered through an atmospheric perspective that creates a sense of a rational space. The
unspecified location of his body and the generalization of a wild frontier it is due, in part,
to the fact that he was killed on his way to evangelize the Zipias of present-day eastern
Arizona. Neither a horizon line nor human structures are visible, giving the viewer the
impression that he died in land far away from Puebla, committed to his mission and the
expansion of the Spanish territory. Instead of situating the scene in a landscape
recognizable to its audience, the anonymous artist utilized lush nature and the machete
cracking his skull as general signifiers to “wilderness” and its “uncivilized” inhabitants.
This way the historic scene, which takes place in Zuni New Mexico, could have
happened in any other site outside the Valley of Mexico.
The artist presents the viewer a scene of martyrdom with hagiographical
references to St. Peter of Verona, who in 1252 died after Carino of Balsamo, a Cathar
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In regards to the color, in the website for the Franciscan Friars of the Immaculate states that, “The color
of our habit is grey-blue. The color gray indicates the course grey cloth of Franciscan traditions, symbol of
austerity (“You are dust, and to dust you shall return.” Genesis (RSV) 3:19), and the shades of light blue
are a reference the Marian dimension and a reminder of celestial realities.” accessed on Oct. 17, 2016
http://www.marymediatrix.com/who-we-are/our-habit/. In fact, many martyr portraits created in the
eighteenth century the friars wear a gray or blue-gray habit precisely to symbolize the monastic precedence
of the friar. The colors thus highlights his liminal status as a poor follower and witness of Christ, at the
same time it places him in a monastic legacy of martyrs that dies seeking the conversion of natives far away
from their formative colleges.
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heretic, struck his head with an axe. In this painting, Arvide, similarly to Casañas, is
placed at the front of the canvas as if traversing physical reality. Arvide does not stand
alone. He is part of a larger canvas commissioned for the Colegio of San Francisco
Puebla. He stands alone in the middle of the canvas surrounded by two additional
portraits (Figure 28). It is part of a one-canvas triptych that portrays Arvide’s martyrdom
along with portraits of Fray Diego Ordóñez and Fray Martín Fernández (Figures 28a and
28b). The two exemplary friars flanking Arvide are both presented inside their austere
cells. They are kneeling down, praying, and facing the martyr to create a triangular
tripartite composition that didactically unites the three characters. While Ordóñez and
Granizo are shown during their daily liturgical ascetic practices, Arvide is depicted
practicing his missionary duties. The painting indicates that Diego Ordóñez was 117
years old when he died, having spent 104 years of habit and more than ninety as a priest
at the service of God. Before arriving to Sombrerete in Zacatecas, he spent thirty years
evangelizing Natives in Guatemala. The portraits of Ordóñez and Hernandez are not
martyr scenes, nonetheless, they represent another example of a hagiographic portrait.
Ordoñez’s story was written by José de Arlegui, in Crónica De La Provincia De N.s.p.s.
Francisco De Zacatecas between 1735 and1736, and was printed the following year.
Ordóñez appears in the painting during his last years of life as described by Arlegui:
...he sacrificed himself, and exhausted, he retired to a small cell from where
he used to preach and confess for the rest of his life; as a prophetic spirit he
predicted many things that were to become truth... 196
The artist chose to depict the elderly Ordoñez in the same place where he predicted the
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In Arlegui’s Crónica De La Provincia De N.s.p.s. Francisco De Zacatecas. the author indicates that he
was born in Salamanca in 1470 and not in Mexico or New Spain. See: José de Arlegui, Antonio Gálvez,
Crónica De La Provincia De N.s.p.s. Francisco De Zacatecas (Cumplido, México, 1851), 260. The
original text reads as follows: “...sacrificio a la obediencia rendido, y se retrajo en una pobre celda, desde
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financial demise of the mining industry in Sombrerete. He kneels and prays to a crucifix
while a desk behind him holds several books that indicate his commitment to Franciscan
preaching.197 To highlight his ascetic life, the painter added instruments of selfmortification: a cilice and a whip. What related Ordoñez with the later Arvide was his
commitment to his faith. While he may not have suffered a terrible death, his 104-year
commitment represents an example to follow. The text on the bottom of the painting
reads as follows:
The Venerable Father Fray Diego de Ordonez, native of Mexico. He was a
subject full of letters and decorated of exemplary virtues. Yearning for the
highest service to God he retired to Sombrerete [Zacatecas, Mexico]; where
he was given to prayer and ended his days in peace at age one hundred and
seventeen, from which he spent one hundred- and four years wearing the
habit and ninety-five as a priest.198
Fray Matías Fernandez Granizo, represented on a portrait to the left of Arvide, was the
friar that inherited the ministry of Puebla after the death of Fray Aparicio who died in
1600 and whose incorrupt body remains in the church of San Francisco (Figure 28 an
28b). He also kneels, but in front of a printed black and white image of the blessed Mary
and Child. There is also a desk behind Hernández set with a book and writing tools,
however there is no visible print in the body of the book. The presence of Granizo in this
triptych is a statement of power given the status of the friar in the college after the death
of the venerable Aparicio. The text box under Granizo’s body reads as follows:
Venerable Brother Fray Matías Fernandez Granizo known as Pedro Matías.
Native of Puebla, and professed in said convent, varon insigne, to whom
donde acudía a predicar y confesar todo el tiempo que le duró la vida; muchas cosas predijo con espíritu
profético, que después se experimentaron a la letra…”
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There are three book. One book is by Greculus or Ludovicus, a German Franciscan preacher.
198
Original text reads as follows: El Venerable Padre Fray Diego de Ordóñez, natural de México. Sujeto
muy lleno de letras, y adornado de preciosas ejemplares virtudes. Suspirando por el mayor servicio de Dios
se retiró a Sombrerete; donde dado a la oración acabó sus días en paz a los ciento y diecisiete años de edad
de ellos ciento cuatro de hábito y los noventa y cinco de sacerdote. See: José de Arlegui, Antonio Gálvez,
Crónica De La Provincia De N.s.p.s. Francisco De Zacatecas (Cumplido, México, 1851), 254-261.
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the Venerable Aparicio, before dying, chose as successor to his ministry.
He died in this holy convent and his incorrupt body remains tractable and
fragrant for the memory of his many heroic virtues.199
In the case of Granizo, the text in the image is perhaps a larger indicator of his liminal
status than the image itself. An ascetic life is indicated by an austere cell and the lack of
ostentatious objects. A true commitment to the brotherhood remains bound to the life of
Aparicio, as indicated on the biographical text below. Cristina Cruz González describes
the importance of the Venerable Aparicio for the conventual life of San Francisco Puebla,
noting, “Aparicio’s ’missionary-like’ life, Marian convictions, and ascetic practices echo
the poor man of Assisi, emulate his Order’s principles, and encourage future mendicant
brethren in the New World to follow suit.”200 Given this observation, we can see how
this triptych follows this model: Granizo’s devotion to the Virgin, Ordoñez’ life-long
commitment to an ascetic existence, and Arvide’s martyrdom promote the core principles
of Franciscan philosophy.
The friars in this triptych seem to have been carefully chosen to illustrate an
archetypal template for local friars to emulate. Arvide, Ordoñez and Granizo share a
monastic belief that a dedicated ascetic life will culminate in holy martyrdom; a belief
that was central to the order’s credo. Most importantly, the three represent exemplary
Novohispanic Franciscan brothers given the fact that all practiced their faith in New
Spain before dying.201
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Original text reads as follows: “El Venerable Hermano Fray Matías Fernández Granizo conocido por
Pedro Matías. Natural de la Puebla, y profeso en dicho convento, varón insigne, a quien el Venerable
Aparicio antes de morir señaló para sucesor de su ministerio. Murió en este santo convento cuyo cuerpo
sin corrupción permanece tratable y oloroso para memoria de sus muchas y heroicas virtudes.”
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Cristina Cruz González, “Landscapes of Conversion: Franciscan Politics and Sacred Objects in Late
Colonial Mexico” (Ph.D. dissertation in Art History, University of Chicago, 2009), 131.
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In Arlegui’s Crónica De La Provincia De N.s.p.s. Francisco De Zacatecas. the author indicates that he
was born in Salamanca in 1470 and not in Mexico or New Spain. See: José de Arlegui, Antonio Gálvez,
and Ignacio Cumplido in Crónica De La Provincia De N.s.p.s. Francisco De Zacatecas. México pg. 255.
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PABLO REBULLIDA
Pablo Rebullida was a friar from Fraga, Aragón, who joined the order in Tortosa in the
late seventeenth century. He traveled to the Americas and attended the Colegio de
Propaganda Fide de la Santa Cruz in Querétaro. There, he was sent to travel to Central
America to evangelize the resistant tribes of the Talamanca in Central America.
Rebullida was sent to Costa Rica in 1695, and according to José María Iraburu, the friar
baptized approximately 1,450 people and presided over 120 Indian marriages.202 He is
often described as being accompanied by Francisco Antonio de Zamora, who was killed
during the same rebellion as Rebullida. They received martyrdom at the hands of the
Talamanca Indians at Urinama on September 28, 1709. The violent uprising at
Talamanca that is presented in the portrait is also described by Espinosa in Chronica
apostólica y seráfica de todos los colegios de propaganda fide (1792).
By the eighteenth century, in what is today known as Costa Rica, on the border of
present-day Guatemala, the Bourbons had initiated an intense campaign of control that
sought to dominate the indigenous peoples of the Talamanca. The main goal was to have
access to alluvial gold deposits throughout the area. Given that these territories were
considered extremely marginal areas, the Crown, throughout the seventeenth century, did
not pressure Franciscans to take control. By the 1660s, however, they began pushing into
the jungle without positive results. Another economic interest of the colonizers was to
boost the production of the cacao plantations, which intensified forced Native labor.203
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These are important to note given that increasing pressure on baptism and marriage was constantly noted
in his reports. A half-century of combat against Spanish and decades of confrontations with Franciscans led
to several revolts, in one of which Rebullida was murdered in 1709. See: José María Iraburu, Hechos De
Los Apóstoles De América. 2a. ed. (Pamplona: Fundación Gratis Iraburu).
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Elizabeth Fonseca C, Ana Patricia, Alvarenga Venutolo, and Juan Carlos. Solórzano. Costa Rica En El
Siglo XVIII. 1. ed. Colección Historia de Costa Rica, t. 8; Colección Historia de Costa Rica, t. 8 (San José:
Editorial de la Universidad de Costa Rica, 2001), 354–5.
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Throughout the rest of the seventeenth century, the authorities provoked rebellions by
capturing hundreds of local Natives, while bands of pirates exacerbated conflict against
the resistant communities for control of resources. Nonetheless, these Central American
groups partially maintained their autonomy until the Franciscans occupied the territories
in 1675. It is important to note that despite intense abuses and increasing pressure from
different European colonial powers, the Urinama and Talamanca resisted colonization for
many years. A complicated relationship between Natives, the Crown, and the friars
prevailed, culminating, in 1709, with an uprising and the consequent martyrdom of
Rebullida and other brothers.204
Espinosa, in his concluding tale of the Chronica Apostolica, chronicles the life of
Rebullida before and after his arrival in Central America. Rebullida is described as
having had an unusual childhood that was exemplary to all, and, as a novice, as living a
committed and fervent life. Espinosa’s hagiography offered the perfect example of
Franciscan commitment for future missionaries to follow. The images created after
Rebullida’s death simply reiterated the zeal expressed in friars’ letters, surviving
testimonies, and most likely, Espinosa’s own imagination. Rebullida’s liminality is
exemplified by his lifelong commitment to the word of God, but most importantly, by the
meticulous details of his death. His death, unlike other aspects of his life, was obtained as
part of the verbal testimony of Fray Antonio Andrade.
Espinosa directly quoted a series of letters that expressed Rebullida’s problems at
the Costa Rican mission. His problems with the Talamanca, his resistance to marriage,
and a series of other conflicts are relatados in these letters. Espinosa reviews and
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There are some comparative details between the Franciscan missions of New Mexico and those of the
Talamanca and Urinama.
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transcribes this material, allowing the viewer a window into the grim procedures of
Central American missions. Still, with the documents, a similar story of heroism as that
noted in the description of the New Mexican martyrs is described. A fervent zeal for his
brotherhood and desire for martyrdom is frequently noted: “HE DE MORIR MARTYR:
HE DE SER MARTYR” (I will die a martyr, I will be a martyr).205 These are the words
that Espinosa uttered as he sailed to the Americas. He continued, “With these affections
he demonstrated his willingness to be torn apart in order to maintain, when necessary, the
integrity of Catholic truth.”206 Espinosa continues, “R.P. Antonio de Andrade testifies
that when Rebullida was in Talamanca, he predicted his death several times with these
words: ’Como ya saque mi ropa al cuello avere logrado lo que vine a buscar a las
Indias.’”207 Espinosa articulated a detailed heroic tale of a friar destined to witness
Christ’s pain and suffering. The detailed and graphic narrative of Rebullida’s death must
have motivated the crude violence of Sanabria’s paintings.
There are two versions of Rebullida’s Portrait. The first one is in Querétaro with
no artist identified (Figure 5). The second is by Diego Sanabria, the artist of Casañas’s
Portrait (Figure 21).208 In both examples, Rebullida is placed full length in the foreground
of the canvas. His corpse, as in most Martyr Portraits, embraces the transitory presence of
the flesh; between his earthly presence and heavenly legacy. In the image, Rebullida is
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Félix de Espinosa Chronica apostólica y seraphica de todos los colegios de propaganda fide de:
erigidos con, [S.l.]: (Gale Ecco, Sabin American, 2012), 584–5
206
ibid. 568 “con estos afectos mostraba el dejarse despedazar, por mantener quando fuera necesario, las
verdades Catolicas.”
207
Ibid. 582 Original text reads as follows: “Quando se hallaba en Talamanca, testificaba el R.P. Antonio
de Andrade que estando en su compañía, el mismo se presagiaba su muerte, y el modo con que habia de ser
con estas palabras: COMO YA SAQUE MI ROPA AL CUELLO AVRE LOGRADO LO QUE VINE A
BUSCAR A LAS INDIAS.” Although there is no literal translation for this last phrase, it can be read as
follows: (since I already got myself into trouble, I would accomplish what I came to look for in the Indies)
208
When Sanabria’s Casañas and Rebullida portraits are placed next to each other, one can see obvious
compositional similarities.
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about to collapse from spear that has penetrated his heart. He touches his wound with his
right hand, while firmly holding a crucifix with his left. Blood drips in a continuous flow
from his neck and chest to the ground. There are other cuts across his torso, indicating
possible arrow wounds. Analogous to the other images in this chapter, the sequence of
attack develops in the middle ground, allowing a vast landscape to open in the
background. The landscape does not appear barren, with scattered buildings throughout.
A high-contrast atmospheric perspective separates the middle ground into a three-color
value system that ranges from strong earthy tones to cold blue ones. This technique
enables a perspective and better understanding of the vast and alien landscape alluding to
that which had been conquered in the Talamanca region. The burning buildings, with
their warm tonalities, dominate the landscape. The unknown artist, who must have
worked under the direction of Zacatecan Franciscans, may have intended to highlight the
tragedy of the fallen missions. Each church could possibly represent a lost battle or fallen
friar. As a result, the European-style religious buildings appear as fallen soldiers
throughout the canvas, further emphasizing the many sacrificed victims of this thirty-year
mission enterprise (Figure 22). Espinosa writes:
After [the Indians] had finished their bloody fray, and had filled their
stomachs with food, they took out their pots to intoxicate themselves, and
when they were warmer from wine, they set the church on fire, and all the
living quarters of the priests, before, they took out the Sacred Ornaments,
which they shared as victory booty which they admired as they were
reduced to ashes...209
209

Original text reads as follows: “Después que habían acabado la sangrienta refriega, y avían llenado sus
vientres de comida, sacaron sus olla para embriagarse, y cuando estaban mas calientes del Vino pegaron
fuego a la Iglesia , y a toda la vivienda de los padres, sacando antes los Sagrados Ornamentos, que
compartieron entre si, por desposios de la victoria; y se estaban gloriando de ver reducirse a cenizas.” Isidro
Félix de Espinosa Chronica apostólica y seraphica de todos los colegios de propaganda fide de: erigidos
con, [S.l.]: (Gale Ecco, Sabin American, 2012), 584–5.
Also see; José Gabriel Navarro, “Los franciscanos en la conquista y colonización de América” (Madrid,
Ediciones Cultura Hispánica, 1955), 48. He wrote that, “En 1709, el Colegio de Guatemala había logrado
reducir algunos miles de indios en 16 pueblos perfectamente formados, con sus casas, iglesias, conventos y
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Besides the crucifix in Rebullida’s hand, there are no additional sacred ornaments in
either version of the painting. Instead, the burning churches assume the role of the
priests’ living quarters, the desecration of the house of God, and symbols of the fallen
friars. Furthermore, they are a representation of Rebullida’s endeavors, Iraburu mentions
that “In the middle of so much resistance and danger, Rebullida and Zamora informed us
that in 1709, in Talamanca and Terbi, they constructed 14 churches and baptized 950
children.”210 The iconographic tools utilized by the artist in Querétaro, more than in other
Martyr Portraits, depended on the provided hagiographic information.
Assuming these images purely as products of their hagiographic counterparts, we
can make the connections between these pictorial compositions and the “hybrid”
literature as explained in La Santidad Controvertida by Antonio Rubial García. Referring
to Espinosa’s work, Rubial mentions that:
Espinosa’s oeuvre oscillates between the hagiographic and
biographic model, making it a hybrid product where the failures
difficulties of the missions frequently jump out of the text like a
flowers full of idyllic conversions and successful triumphs
Satan…211

factual
and the
field of
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Early sixteenth-century Novohispanic hagiographies were written to erase the violence of

regular número de habitantes, pues algunos de ellos llegaban a mil. Pero en ese año, el cacique Presveri
levanta a los indios, que acometen contra los españoles, matan diez soldados, una mujer y un niño, quitan la
vida a Fr. Pablo Rebullida y a Fr. Antonio Zamora, queman las iglesias y aniquilan los pueblos.”
210
Original text reads as follows: “En medio de tantos peligros y resistencias, los padres Rebullida y
Zamora informaban en 1709 que en Talamanca y Terbi habían construido 14 iglesias y bautizado 950
niños.” See: José María Iraburu. “Hechos de los apóstoles de América.” Fundación Gratis Date (Pamplona
2003, 3a, edición), 120.
211
Please see: La Santidad Controvertida: Hagiografía y Conciencia Criolla Alrededor de los Venerables
no Canonizados de Nueva España (México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Facultad de
Filosofía y Letras, 1999), 261. Original text reads as follows: “Con todo la obra no puede librarse del
esquema hagiográfico y el fraile, al igual que los heroes míticos, se nos muestra como un luchador contra
las fuerzas del mal, como un hombre que realiza su labor solo y que consigue conversiones prodigiosas.
Esta difícil posición. A caballo entre el modelo hagiográfico y la biografía factice, hace la obra de
Espinosa un producto híbrido, un texto donde los fracasos y las dificultades de las misiones saltan a cada
rato como abruptas piedras en un campo de flores lleno de idílicas conversiones y de apabullantes triunfos
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the mission system and create a false sense of peaceful and successful religious
conversion. Espinosa’s narrative shifts this perception to focus on a system that is failing.
Regardless of his intentions, Rubial insists that these types of changes in the
Novohispanic hagiographies are due to a need to justify the founding of Propaganda de
Fide colleges in the Americas and to continue military support in areas of indigenous
unrest.212 The Franciscan missionary presence in Central America depended, in part, on
these heroic literal and graphic narratives. Rubial’s theories help explain the presence of
Rebullida’s portrait in both Querétaro and Zacatecas. Most significantly, with this
formula, all martyr images assume part of the financial and administrative justifications
for the expansion and maintenance of missions throughout the eighteenth century. In
1705, the Audiencia de Guatemala agreed to enlist fifty soldiers to serve and protect the
friars of the Talamanca.213 Similarly to Casañas’s plea for military support, the impulse to
increase military presence in Costa Rica helps us understand how the Franciscans needed
protection against Native resistance on the edges of the empire more than their desire for
martyrdom.214 This contradicts the hagiographies and images in which friars are
described as heroic agents of their Church. Rebullida holds up a crucifix during his
seemingly last breath; he assures his viewers that his death was not in vain, that he was
born for this moment, and that the violent sacrifice and bodily lacerations are just
necessary consequences of his destiny, i.e., to become a witness to the pain of Christ’s
Passion, a martyr. In other words, while the prospect of martyrdom enticed novices to
contra satanás.”
212
Ibid. 266–7.
213
León Fernández, Colección De Documentos Para La Historia De Costa-Rica. 2. ed. San José de CostaRica (Imprenta Nacional, volume 9, 1964), 59–63
214
In 1696, Casañas and other missionaries expressed their concerns to New Mexico’s Father Custodian
with regard to the “evil intents” of the Pueblo Natives, and implored him to supply military support. See
chapter 3 of this dissertation.
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follow in the footsteps of the portrayed martyrs, it is important to understand that the
paintings spoke differently to those members with more organizational intentions in
mind. Thus, the paintings aimed to appease administrative preoccupations, fulfill
theological foundations, and, at the same time, serve a propagandistic function.
Rebullida’s body was the intersection of all these ideological messages.
Sanabria’s composition and the second copy created for Querétaro were most
likely developed around the same time as Espinosa’s Chronica. I am taking the liberty to
speculate this fact given the following assertion:
Three days and nights [the Indians] stoked the fire, securing that the Head
of V. Fray Pablo was not only taken apart, but also left without skin. The
year following his death, a Letter came an individual account about his
martyrdom, which was read in the middle of the community and I can
ratify that using this same letter, which through all the referred
circumstances, a painting with the martyrdom of V.P was created. It is also
a constant that the writing at the foot [of the painting] says that: the
Talamanca Indians, set the Head of P.Fr. Pablo on fire and seeing that it
was not burning in the flames, like the others, they arranged a pot with
boiling water to cook it and separate it from its skin. However, their
diligences were in vain given that the head kept coming up to the surface of
the water, and even when they kept trying to submerge it to the bottom of
the pot with wooden sticks, they were not able to make it fall apart. These
news, which I repeatedly read in the Letter, I gave to the painter to comfort
to it to create a painting…215
While much of the writing is lost, it is possible to decipher some of the sentences. The
painting’s text reads as follows:
Translation: Venerable father Fray Pablo Rebullida, son of this college,
215

Original text reads as follows: “…Tres días con sus noches estuvieron atizando el fuego, siendo su
mayor cuidado el que la Cabeza de el V. Fray Pablo quedasse, no solo descocida, sino hasta la misma piel
desnuda. El ano inmediato a su muerte, vino en una Carta la relación individual de su martirio, que se leyó
en plena comunidad, y puedo rectificar , que por la misma carta, que con todas las circunstancias que
refería, se pinto un lienzo, con el martirio del V.P. y es constante, que el letrero que tiene al pie, se dice:
que estuvieron los Indios Talamancas dándole fuego a la Cabeza del P.Fr. Pablo; y viendo que no se
quemaba como las otras en las llamas, dispusieron una olla hirviendo con agua, para cocerla, y desunirla de
la carne, pero fueron en vano sus diligencias pues la cabeza se subía arriba y aunque con palos tiraban a
hundirla, no pudieron conseguir desbaratarla. Esta noticia, que repetidas vees leí en las Carta, y entregue al
pintor para que arreglándose a ella, sacase a pintura.” 484–585.
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was a man of rare virtues…the Indians of Talamanca…they were taken
with spears…the head, which was on fire for three days…216
The information presented at the foot of the composition corresponds to Espinosa’s
words. Based on this fact, and assuming that the Querétaro painting was done before
Sanabria’s image, we can assume that it was done collaboratively between the painter and
the writer. The possibility exists that Espinosa ordered the production of these images to
expand his meticulous archival work and inventive prose to the visual realm. This
important information confirms the strong ties that exist between the hagiographies and
the Martyr Portraits here studied. I could dare to assert that most images of this genre
came about in a similar way, however, additional information is needed to confirm this
claim. In fact, Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero makes a similar connection between
Rivadeneyra’s Historia de las Islas del Archipielago and a series of paintings of the
Japanese Franciscan martyrs of 1597. From the Cuernavaca murals of the early 1600s to
the Zacatecas Propaganda canvases (mid-eighteenth century), which illustrate each friar
on every canvas, the Martyr Portraits of the Nagasaki friars respond, in one way or
another, to the hagiography of Rivadeneyra, who first published the story of the Japanese
martyrs in Barcelona in 1601 (Figures 23).217 All of the Martyr Portraits presented in
monastic collections around New Spain were most likely created in a similar way; they
216

Original Text: El V.P.Fr. Pablo Rebullida hijo de este Colegio fue varón de tan rara virtud….a los Indios
Talamanca ...le quitaron a lanzadas…..la cabeza que la echaron en fuego por tres días…See: Antonio
Rubial María Teresa Suárez Molina, “Mártires y predicadores. La Conquista de las fronteras y su
representación plástica,” in De La Patria Criolla a La Nación Mexicana, 1750–1860, 1. Ed. ed. Los
Pinceles De La Historia. Mexico (México: Banamex, 2000), 61.
217
Rebullida’s image could have also been created to elaborate, in the early eighteenth century, a
justification for the creation of the Colegio de Propaganda Fide in Guatemala in 1700. Gerlero’s assertion
follows along the footsteps of the beatification of San Felipe de Jesus in 1627. Rivadeneyra’s writings and
the images produced as a consequence to his testimonies were also utilized as propaganda to promote the
sainthood of San Felipe. See Elena Isabel Estrada de Gerlero, “Los Protomártires del Japón en la
Hagiografía Novohispana,” in Los Pinceles de la Nación: De la Patria Criolla a la Nación Mexicana,
1750-1860, Museo Nacional de Arte (Mexico), and Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. Instituto
de Investigaciones Estéticas. Ed. 72-91. (México: Banamex, 2000), 73.
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are products of collaborations between friars, experts on the literature, and artists who
were familiar with this Novohispanic genre.
One particular detail we must take into consideration is the fact that both
Rivadeneyra’s writings and Fray Antonio Andrade’s testimony are considered historical
documents and were most likely taken as truth. One could argue that both the Nagasaki
images and the Rebullida portraits reveal a relationship with their corresponding
historical documents. However, in both cases, the testimonials were transformed into
hagiographic prose. Artists seem to take certain pictorial liberties that direct testimonials
do not. As a consequence, the friars’ charitable suffering is highlighted, and a detailed
description of their horrific fate dominates the foreground of all these images. It is in the
transition from hagiography to painting, and not from document to painting, that the
compositions come into full fruition. The literary freedoms taken by cronica writers such
as Espinosa and Rivadeneyra translate into the ingenious iconography of Martyr Portraits.
It is within the literary freedoms of these historians that the American hagiography exists
as a unique category of literature.
FRANCISCAN ASCETICISM
The iconography of ascetic pain is perhaps the most important aspect of these portraits.
The images illustrate a failed mission system on the edges of the empire, but most
importantly, they give visual form to the lives of exceptional martyrs. Their bodily
wounds are poignant symbols of asceticism for future Franciscan missionaries during the
eighteenth century. Pablo de Rebullida’s fate and the incorruptibility of his body are
reflections of a Franciscan commitment to an ascetic life that was to exist beyond the
confines of the monastery.
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The Franciscans arrived in New Spain in 1524 with the belief of establishing a
millennial kingdom prophesied by the medieval Benedictine abbot, Joachim of Fiore (d.
1202). Fiore believed that humanity’s apocalyptic last age was to be inaugurated by a
new Christ-like figure, who would lead a new monastic order. Medieval Franciscans
interpreted the life of St. Francis as the Joachimite new Christ type. As a corresponding
burden, the brothers of his order were to endure all the pains and tribulations of Christ
himself. In Spain, this belief resurfaced under Ferdinand and Isabella’s reign and was
subsequently transferred to the missionary endeavors of the Franciscans in the
Americas.218 As a result of Joachim’s “prophetic” beliefs, friars adopted a renewed sense
of devotion and ascetic life. Joachim’s philosophies influenced American missionary
principles such as a commitment to poverty and a fulfillment of an ascetic life. Poverty as
the focus of Franciscan life was disputed in Europe for three centuries prior to the contact
with the Americas.219 New Spain was a tabula rasa where a new mission system, a new
kingdom, and a new approach to austere ascetic life could be attained. Francisco Morales,
in “New World Colonial Franciscan Mystical Practices,” analyzes several historic
documents in which Iberian Franciscans disputed “absolute observant[ism],” as a central
discipline of Novohispanic friars. Morales argues that there was, “a mandate from the
Minister General Francisco de los Angeles Quinones [1524], which ordered them to
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John Leddy Phelan, and James H. Sutton Jr. and Sylvia Leal Carvajal Collection. The Millennial
Kingdom of the Franciscans in the New World.2d ed. rev. (Berkeley: University of California Press. 1970),
14. Also, it is important to note that the writings of St. Bonaventure, who followed the teachings of
Joachim, circulated widely in Mexico, more specifically, his Teología Mistica.
219
For the most part, a persistence belief in a Joachimite way of life within the monastery survived in
Spain. However, many debates concerning the vow of poverty have been at the center of Franciscan
theological discussions since the Middle Ages. The most recognized battle was between the Observants
Spirituals, who defended original ideas of St. Francis, and the Brothers of the Community, whose approach
to poverty was less strict. See: Francisco Morales, “New World Colonial Franciscan Mystical Practices.” in
A New Companion to Hispanic Mysticism. ed. Kallendorf, Hilaire. Brill’s companions to the Christian
tradition, v. 19; (Brill’s companions to the Christian tradition, v. 19. Leiden Netherlands, 2010), 74.
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combine the contemplative life with missionary activity.”220 Also, the basis of
contemplative life in the Americas was propelled, in part, by hagiographical writings of
saints, martyrs, and the life of St. Francis. The writings of many Franciscan chronicles of
the sixteenth century reflect this renewed attitude towards their virtuous practice.
Soon after the “Golden Age” (which more or less expands across the second and
third quarter of the sixteenth century) of Franciscan history in New Spain, the passion for
the first generation of Novohispanic Franciscans, “had given way to a spirit of
bureaucratic routine and discouragement.”221 As a result, the seventeenth century is
characterized by a slow missionary practice, when the missionaries’ ascetic objectives
“seem no longer to correspond to an exercise in detachment from worldly attractions.
Instead, they had become obligatory exercises of self-abnegation which seemed to
involve a struggle not just against sin, but against nature itself.”
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This attitude towards

a more effective and necessary ascetic life is reflected in the chronicles of the period.
Theologically and historically speaking, the extreme sense of violence reflected in
images, such as Rebullida, could have only come to life during the eighteenth century.
The production of Martyr Portraits thus coincide with a period that sought to re-establish
a missionary enterprise that had ended by the last decade of the 1600s, under the rubric of
a stricter, more fervid, and more violent path to personal virtue. In part, these images are
a manifestation of a revival to these “lost” theological desires.223
One of the best examples in which the body of St. Francis becomes the locus of
redemption and virtue is represented by a small image in Tepotzotlan, Mexico, St.
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Francis with Stigmata as Crucifix (mid-eighteenth century; Figure 25).224 This sermonimage225 was created to adorn the side altarpiece of the Capilla de los Novicios (Novices’
Chapel) of the ex-Jesuit monastery in that town. The image depicts St. Francis in half
length; he tilts his head down to one side, with eyes gazing away from the viewer. It is as
if he is asking spectators to concentrate on his wounds, and not his eyes. The brown habit
creates a bulky triangle that denies the natural curvature of his body. Instead, the small
canvas structures the entire space, including his body, as a series of triangles that aims to
emphasize the redemption of the Holy Trinity on St. Francis’s body. The image offers
open wounds for the saint’s blood to pour out freely. The wounds of Christ’s Passion are
presented as tears on his clothing, allowing small crucifixes to appear in each opening.
The fulfillment of Christ’s sacrifice and the words of Joachim de Fiore are presented on
the body of St. Francis in the form of three crucifixes, one on his chest and one on the
palm of each hand.226
Christ physically imprinted his stigmata onto the flesh of St. Francis as an artist
would on a canvas. In a sermon written in 1674, which must have circulated in different
colegios and monasteries around New Spain, Fray Juan de Mendoza alludes to the body
of St. Francis as a canvas to God’s artwork:
...Read all in that mysterious shield that covers Francis’ body, the
inscription or epigraph, which in the membrane of its most pure flesh is
contained, read through images as you would through letters. CRUCIFIED
CHRIST. There is even more sacrament in this image when is written with
God’s finger, yes with God’s finger ALIVE.227
223

The orders’ failures of the seventeenth century, and the renewed asceticism of the eighteenth, are
interpreted in the next chapter as a need to reestablish a lost sense of their “liminality.”
224
In the absence of a title, I took the liberty of creating one for the purposes of this dissertation. The
retablo for which this image was created was designed by Miguel Cabrera and Higinio de Chavez.
225
“Sermon image” is a term I created to explain the direct relationship that existed between sermons and
images.
226
The heart of St. Francis also forms a triangle.
227
Original text reads as follows: “Lean todos en esa misteriosa tarja del cuerpo de Francisco, la
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The body of St. Francis is the first surface in which the stigmata manifest themselves.
itself after Christ. As the sermon progresses, the writer seems to allude directly to the
creation of paintings that resemble Tepotzotlan’s St. Francis with Stigmata as Crucifix.228
Mendoza’s words render the body of Saint Francis as God’s canvas, “It was him the
artifice, inside of the workers’ partition...to dispose at all expenses and efforts, a
painting.”229 Mendoza describes the saint’s stigmata as a product of God’s artistic
creation. He is discussed as a draftsman in the process of perfecting his colors. Once
God’s creation was completed, or once He finished his image, He used the body of St.
Francis as the material vehicle for His masterpiece. In other words, God painted the
stigmata on Christ’s body, and later, the body of St. Francis became the canvas to
demonstrate this artistic miracle.230 The sermon utilizes the language of art to situate the
body of St. Francis as the locus of redemption. The act of looking at these types of
images was also central to the apprehension of enduring pain, which in Martyr Portraits,
had a central role in transforming viewers into mystical witnesses.231
THE WITNESS !

inscripción, o epigraphe, que en la membrana de su purísima carne, se contiene, lean por imagen como
pudieran por letras. CHRISTO CRUCIFIXO. Aun mas Sacramento hay en esta imagen, y es, el estar escrita
con solo con el dedo de Dios, si no con el dedo de Dios VIVO.” See: Fray Francisco Joan Mendoza Ayala,
Sermon de las llagas de el Seraphico Padre San Francisco que predicó en su convento de México, el padre
Fray Joan de Mendoza Ayala, Predicador Jubilado y Guardian del Convento de S. Cristobal Ecatepec
(Unpublished, Imprenta de Juan Ruiz, Mexico City,1674), 8.
228
There is no direct evidence that connects the sermon to the retablo’s canvas, however, given the details
of the composition, it is not difficult to imagine how the artists was inspired by this or similar stigmata
sermons.
229
Ibid. 10. Original text reads as follows: “fue el el artífice, dentro de los tabiques de su obrador, retirado,
disponer, a todo gasto de sus esmeros una pintura.” He continues; “allí cuidando apareja el lienzo, haze la
imprimación, corre el dibujo, sube, y refina las colores, maneja los pinceles, y a toda satisfacción suya,
pinta una imagen, y viéndola perfecta, y consumada, la traslada, de lo oculto, en que nadie la vía a la
publicidad en que todos la gocen.”
230
This allegory of God as a painter is not new in Novohispanic art.
231
Mitchell B. Merback, The Thief, the Cross, and the Wheel: Pain and the Spectacle of Punishment in
Medieval and Renaissance Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 54.
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The depictions of violently assaulted bodies of martyrs must have contributed to the
transformation of novices into witnesses to the pain and sufferings of Christ Himself.
Given the intimate relationship between the images and their historical contexts, the
voluntary pain of the martyrs must have also transformed viewers into historical
witnesses, at the same time activating the role of the images as political propaganda and a
call for action in the lawless corners of New Spain. The liminality of the novice, and his
subsequent cooperation with a colonial agenda, was put to the test through these images. !
Indeed, “martyr”, originally a Greek term, was utilized to signify legal witness. In
Christian theology, witnessing became the signifier for the presence of the apostles that
testified to the life and miracles of Christ as, “...you will receive power when the Holy
Spirit has come upon you; and you will be witnesses in all Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria and to the ends of the earth.”232 The term came to signify witnessing Jesus Christ
as the Son of God, who himself was considered a martyr through his truthful life, passion,
misery, and death (Jn. 18:37).233 !
The martyr’s wounds are the vehicles necessary to trigger deeper dogmatic
connections in monastic viewers. The martyr’s “stigmata” must have represented an
emblem of their humanity which, aided by the paintings’ writing and the available
hagiographies, encouraged novices to compare their own existence to the liminal
Franciscan history of martyrdom. By virtue of witnessing the graphic wounds of the
martyred Franciscans, the Order created a causal chain of signification in which Christ’s
stigmata was activated in the bloodied bodies of the fallen friars, leading the monastic
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viewers to embrace their practices. The willingness to die for their faith, and in defense
of the empire, depended, in part, upon this belief. Understanding the deeper gnostic
connections illustrated in these canvases positioned novices to transform themselves into
the ultimate witnesses of their faith. !
The visual piety engendered by gazing upon these images was to spiritually alter
the viewer in a similar fashion to Saint Francis’ transformation via his vision of the
Seraph on the cross. Martyr Portraits illustrate the precise moment when the martyr
received his or her wounds, thus mimicking and connecting to a long history of images of
Saint Francis receiving Christ’s stigmata. St. Francis witnessed the pain of Christ in the
vision of the crucified seraph from whom he received his wounds, however, merely the
scars of Christ’s Passion were imprinted on his body. He suffered not, the existing marks
devoid of pain, were solely manifestations of God’s love. Violence visited upon the
martyrs of New Spain was to compensate for the lack of suffering St. Francis experienced
in receiving the stigmata. Cuenca’s Funeral Oration contends that, “...love was the only
impresser [of the stigmata], something of suffering was lacking in them which Christ
suffered in his…”234 The pain absent in the wounds of St. Francis was instead to be
suffered by the agents of his religion: the Franciscans. Cuenca makes this point very
clearly when he expressed that, “…yet in the body of his Religion, in twenty one sons,
not only was the love of God, the impresser of his wounds from which He willed that he
should suffer, but hatred was allowed to do its work…”235 The violent death of Arvide,
Casañas and the twenty-one martyrs of the Pueblo Revolution at the hands of Pueblo
Natives were thus necessary elements for living out the Franciscan ideal.!!
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Accordingly, the portrayed violence conveyed a multivalent significance that
served as the iconographic intersection of the “martyr”: as witness of theological chains
of pain and sacrifice; and as testament to the misery and dangers that await one (or else
lurk) in the wilderness of the expanding empire; and as proof to the continuous
commitment to Franciscan missionary history. In turn, the ascetic practices of the
Franciscans can also be viewed as exercises of monastic pain and absolution, which were
also employed through an ideal ascetic life.!
The articulation of willful pain was carried out, not only two-dimensionally (as in
all the martyr images here considered), but also in the missionary field. Consider the
following case: Fray Salvador, missionary of Isleta in the mid-seventeenth century, used
his body as vehicle for disciplinary action. In a letter to Franciscan authorities in Mexico
City, he detailed the discontent he felt after local Natives organized a Katsina dance.
After they ignored his plea to stop, Salvador wrote:
Bathed in tears, Fray Salvador stripped himself naked, placed a crown of
thorns on his head and a rope around his neck, flagellated himself and then
crisscrossed the Pueblo carrying a large cross on his shoulders.236
The Christian practice of redemptive pain via the body can be traced to ancient cultures,
such as the Egyptians and the Romans.237 There exist various monastic and public
practices of pain as punishment and absolution in the Franciscan tradition, as well; in
New Spain, they go back to the sixteenth-century. While religious fervor might have
slowed down in the 1600s, the foundation of the College of Propaganda Fide in the
Americas and a renewed missionary program brought forward a new age of asceticism
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amongst Franciscans. For example, flagellant societies, such as Los Hermanos Penitentes
of New Mexico, which developed out of St. Francis’s Third Order towards the beginning
of the nineteenth century, publicly enacted the Passion of Christ, as missionaries had
done two centuries before them. Their practices must be considered in relation to the
extreme violence perpetrated in Martyr Portraits and coeval manifestations of monastic
self-punishment. Rebullida’s hagiographic misfortunes and consequent portraits represent
one of the most extreme cases of the depiction of violence of the genre.
The following is a quote from Espinosa’s Chronica that allows us to understand
the iconography of violence presented in this image and the theological implications that
existed between a martyr’s voluntary suffering, St. Francis’ stigmata, and Christ’s
wounds. Espinosa writes:
This same day, in which the missionaries had celebrated the Impression of
the Wounds by Christ in his Seraphic patriarch: being in their humble
cells, the Talamanca attacked them, taking them out…the holy Fr. Pablo
did not cease to predicate in their language, assuring them that Jesus
Christ faith, which for so many years he though to them, was the truth. But
they only gave them a brief time to undeceive; because he was wounded
with a spear through his sides, and even when a river of blood ran through
his wound, he continued predicating with enthusiastic voice. Another
barbarian arrived and repeated the same wound with another spear through
his chest that threw him down to the ground, causing others to inflict many
more wounds, and from his mouth he exhaled his last breadth granting his
spirit to the Creator….238
238
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As described here, Rebullida’s body sustains an incredible amount of pain. As an added
symbol of his committed career as a preacher, his head remains uncorrupted, as his
tongue kept moving after his death. Similar to Rebullida, Fray José Moreno was
beheaded after Mass, and Fray Juan Diaz’s head was found almost uncorrupted five
months after his death in July, 1781. The stories of Moreno and Díaz were captured in a
Martyr Portrait of Zacatecas, however, that painting did not capture the violence that the
Querétaro version did. Preaching before attack became a trope for martyr hagiographies.
Juan Calero died preaching, and Fray Felipe Gillen also was killed right after the “santo
sacrificio de misa.”239 The martyrs’ words and virtuous legacy continued long after their
deaths. Espinosa continues:
Not happy with this cruel butchery, and appearing to still be breathing,
they cut his head from his shoulders to make sure that with that holy
tongue he could not strike against them with more truths and
deceptions.240
Even though Rebullida’s life and death developed far from New Mexico, I centered part
of this chapter on his portraits given the importance that he represented for Querétaro and
Zacatecas’s missionary legacy. Espinosa concludes Book V (following Mendieta’s
Historia’s structure) of his Chronica by using Rebullida and Casañas as ideal models of
Propaganda Fide novices:
...this Holy College has accomplished two martyrdoms…so special among
others, [the friars] enlisted themselves in the Apostolic Militia; both
enameled with their blood the Cross; Seal of the Weapons of the
Principado of Cataluna. He gave his life for Christ in New Mexico…the
other is our Fr. Pablo Rebullida…241
239
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At the end, through the visual and literal articulation of ascetic pain, the stories of
the martyrs helped erase the political implications of the mission system by
focusing on the bodily misery first introduced in the chronicas. I now turn to
Xavier de Silva, another important example of the genre of Martyr Portraits.
FRAY FRANCISCO XAVIER DE SILVA
Fray José Antonio Alcocer O.F.M., Chronicler of the Guadalupe College of Propaganda
Fide, wrote, Bosquejo de la historia del Colegio de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe y sus
misiones in 1788. He was motivated by the writings of Espinosa, who forty years earlier
wrote the Chronica mentioned earlier in this chapter. About Espinosa, Alcocer mentioned
that, “P. Espinosa, chronicler of the Colleges, wrote the description of this province
[Texas] with such dilated pen that I subscribe to all he exposes.” 242 Alcocer’s work is the
last major cronista work of the colonial period, and the last major compilation of
Novohispanic Franciscan history to include martyrdom as a central commitment of the
order. In regards to the martyrs and surviving missionaries in the province of Texas, he
mentioned that:
All these events have further encouraged religious brothers, whom with
holy jealousy offer themselves joyously to major tasks, in requisition to
those miserable [souls] that find themselves under the ill-fated shadow of
death.243
Alcocer’s work contains the history of the last Franciscan I am considering as part of this

Rebullida...”
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genre of painting: Fray Francisco Javier de Silva. Even when De Silva’s story aims to
highlight the barbaric nature of Natives in Texas, his death, according to art historian
Juan M. Romero de Terreros Castilla, represents only one of four non-indigenous (either
Creole or Spanish) people who were killed by the Apache in all of the eighteenthcentury.244 He died on July 5, 1749, near Rio Grande Presidio, close to Ojinaga. The
other major and most studied examples of Franciscan martyrs of the late eighteenth
century are the Fathers Terreros and Santiesteban at the San Sabá River, whose deaths
were later rendered in what is the most studied Novohispanic Martyr Painting to date,
The Destruction of the San Saba Mission and the Martyrdom of Fray Alonso Giraldo de
Terreros and Fray Jose de Santiesteban, 1758–1765) (Figure 26). 245
Although De Silva did not die in New Mexico, it is important to include him in
this study given all the similarities between his portrait and the that of Casañas and
Rebullida. His wounded body dominates the first plane of the composition. In the
peripheries of the same ground, two barbarians lurk behind De Silva, threatening his life
with long spears. The “Apache” are depicted wearing animal skin loincloths, long hair,
and facial hair, and their skin color is much darker than De Silva’s. Unaffected by the
threatening barbarians, the said religious friar is portrayed in a completely calm state. He
gazes down at the ground as he tightly holds onto an effigy of the Virgin Mary. In the
sequence of attack (middle ground), common in all Martyr Portraits, the Virgin of
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Sorrows reappears at the same time just as the body of De Silva is being flayed and eaten.
Alcocer points out:
During the same year, they took the life of Father Preacher Fr.. Francisco
Javier de Silva, filling him with wounds, arrows, and macanas and left him
on the field, naked and flayed…; they later found his body and in his arms
an image of our Holy Mother of Dolores, which he always carried with
him, as a sign of the his true devotion to the Queen of Martyrs, and from
which he held on to, to give his spirit to the Creator.246
In comparison, the text on the image, which is almost lost, reads as follows:
The venerable Father Preacher and Missionary and Apostle Fray Francisco
Xavier de Silva, from Guadalajara, son of this Apostolic College of Nuestra
Senora Guadalupe Zacatecas. When he entered to propagate his faith to the
Indians of Mexico, the barbarian Apache gave him…flaying him and eating
him…in the year 1749.247
Alcocer’s text differs from the anonymous image in one main detail: the cannibalism
scene illustrated in the sequence of attack (Figure 27). In the same ground of the painting,
right above the group of three cannibals, we see another group of three barbarians about
to destroy the same effigy that De Silva holds in the foreground. As noted by Cristina
Cruz González, “sacrilege is also imposed upon the Marian icon...the Christian image
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that is being desecrated by the timeless infidels.”248 They attack the statue with spears and
macanas with the same intensity evident in Casañas’s and Rebullida’s portraits. In all
three compositions, the middle ground corresponds to the final blow that gifted martyrs
their death: Casañas was stoned to death, Rebullida was beheaded, and de Silva was
flayed. All three portraits have been presumed to be the work of Sanabria; however, there
is not enough evidence to prove De Silva’s authorship. Although the depictions of the
barbarians, the structure of the narrative, the barren landscape, and the use of color in
general are very similar in all three images, as noted by Jiménez, De Silva’s body is
rendered slightly different in all three portraits.249 What is evident in De Silva’s portrait is
that, at least among the colegios de Propaganda Fide, a definitive style had been
anchored to Sanabria’s formula, or the formula he must have made popular.
CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS
Martyr Portraits are a genre of Novohispanic painting that flourished inside Colleges of
Propaganda Fide. Their presence in New Spain was traced back to the first images of the
Tlaxcala child martyrs. The central characteristics of the genre are a product of the
eighteenth century. Nonetheless, as proposed in this chapter, Martyr Portraits belong to a
long history of images that were constructed via hagiographic text and included the figure
of the barbarian, the martyr, the sequence of attack, and the landscape. All the traits that
characterize De Silva’s Portrait, the last one of the genre, appeared first in the sixteenthcentury chronicles.
Fray Toribio de Benavente Motolinía’s Historia de las India is the first
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Novohispanic work to include American martyrs. The Tlaxcala children, whose legacy
and importance in the history of New Spain must be reevaluated, are central to the
development of this pictorial genre. Among other things, Los Niños introduces the belief
that Native idolatry is a necessary tool for Christian martyrdom. More significant to my
work are the images that followed Benavente, including the work in the church of
Atlihuetzia. The compositional arrangement of the text in The Three Child Martyrs of
Tlaxcala and the articulation of the martyrs resemble those of future religious popular
prayer stamps, but most importantly, Martyr Portraits.
Written soon after Benavente’s Historia, Mendieta’s Historia Eclesiastica
represents a significant stage in the history of the textual and visual glorification of
American martyrs. As noted before, Mendieta’s descriptions in Book Five, and the
images that accompany them, represent one of the first Franciscan portrayals of
indigenous peoples outside of the Valley of Mexico. Mendieta’s Martyr Scene is a proto–
Martyr Portrait that, among other things, defines a tenuous relationship between
Franciscans, their peripheral missions, the foreign landscape, and the people who
inhabited it.
While the writings of Mendieta, de las Casas, and Benavente represent the Época
de Oro of Franciscan missionary history, Martyr Portraits are proof of the revival of those
ideas somewhat lost in the seventeenth century—most specifically, the push for spiritual
conquest, the need for new martyrs, and the resurgence of ascetic monastic practices as a
central Franciscan virtue. In this chapter, I also note that redemption through blood and
flagellation are significant justifications for Espinosa and Alcocer’s grim martyr scenes.
The fact that the chronicas circulated among Franciscan monastic spaces allows me to
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reach similar conclusions when analyzing the violent Portraits of Casañas and Rebullida.
Much of the religious visual culture of this Novohispanic artistic period corroborates
these claims. Crucifixions, bloody martyrs, and scenes of the Passion of Christ abounded
in Novohispanic Catholic spaces. For the Franciscans, anchoring these virtues to the life
of their own local brothers represented an important step towards recuperating a sense of
“liminality” that crowned the missionary Golden Age of New Spain.
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CHAPTER 4: TOOLS OF ANXIETY
Well, I know this,
Anyone who’s tried to live knows this:
That what you say about anyone else... reveals you.
What I think of you as being,
Is dictated by my own necessities,
My own psychology, my own fears and desires.
I'm not describing you when I talk about you,
I'm describing me.250
(James Baldwin)
Jose Rabasa, in Inventing America (1993), argues that the introduction of the Americas
into the European imaginary as a fantastical land inhabited by monsters, stems from the
imagination of Columbus and his affinity for medieval travel journals, and not from
personal “ignorance” of Caribbean peoples’ lives and customs: “Their monstrosity is a
mere reiteration of features common in medieval teratologies.”251 The monstrosity of the
European explorer’s colonized subjects was established, from day one as a medieval
fantasy. For the European readers of Columbus’s Diary of First Voyage, which was
transcribed by Bartolome de las Casas in the 1530s, the unknown lands of the newly
conquered territories were rendered hostile and filled with monsters.252 However, the
monstrosity of the wilderness can only gain its signification from its inhabitants. This
myth was proliferated through many forms of visual expression.253 From the late 1400s
forward, there surfaced in maps, art, travel journals, chronicles, and letters a literary a
visual culture dedicated exclusively to feeding the anxiety that existed in regards to the
unknown peoples of the “New World.” Among the most prominent examples of this
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culture in the eighteenth century were caste paintings and Martyr Portraits. Both forms of
painting borrowed clues from earlier descriptions of indigenous groups north of the
central valley of Mexico.
In order to adapt to the necessities brought forth by the anxieties caused by the
1680 Pueblo Revolt, and the threat of losing the northern territories to the French, the
barbarian had to be reinvented. Native peoples of the northern territories were
transformed into mecos (short for chichimeco) via a set of visual tools that rendered them
violent and untamed. Most importantly, the reinvention of the barbarian depended on a
visual discursive set of opposites: the colonizer and the colonized. Given that the
scholarship regarding Martyr Portraits mentions the appearance of New Mexico Pueblo
peoples as “rhetoric and formal concepts of the indigenous savage from the sixteenth
century, created in Europe and replicated in the Americas,”254 I find it necessary to
contextualize the purpose of these “rhetorical devices” more than two hundred years after
their introduction into the Americas.
There is an undeniable distance that separates the anxiety towards the unknown
and newly conquered peoples that Columbus first encountered from the tumultuous
relationship that the Bourbon Crown established with Natives in the northern territories,
which were first settled in the early seventeenth century. Accordingly, the archetypal
rendering of Natives in these portraits cannot be directly linked only to the visual culture
of the late 1400s and early 1500s. The barbarian in Martyr Portraits has a different
function than it did in maps of the sixteenth century.
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In order to establish the ideological differences between renditions of barbarians
from different centuries, one must take into consideration the portraits’ audiences and
how their role inside in monastic spaces changed throughout time. As noted before, the
education and monastic formation of novices before their mission assignments to the
north affected the meaning of the images. Martyr Portraits are then models of exemplary
brothers and representations of an ideal death many sought to obtain. Simultaneously, the
images’ portrayal of barbarians reveals a bewildering colonial mission system, which
Franciscans fought to dominate. With the prospects of future martyrdom, the images
obligated novices to face the reality of their ascetic lives and religious practices against
the dangers posed by the indomitable barbarian; their liminality was put to the test. In
order to create pictures of the uncivilized, the images always presented them in far, wild,
and untamed territories that had to be spiritually subjugated. To confront Martyr Portraits
was to confront the martyrs possible death and glorification. However, to attain this
liminal ideal, the painters of Martyr Portraits disposed of a series of iconographic
formulas aimed at validating the Franciscan liminal existence.255
THE SAVAGE
Robert A. Williams, Jr., in Savage Anxieties: The Invention of Western Civilization,
defines the savage as:
... a distant, alien, uncivilized being, unaware of either the benefits or
burdens of modernity. Lacking in sophisticated institutions of government
and religion, ignorant of property and laws, without complex social bonds
or familial ties, living in a state of untamed nature, fierce and ennobled at
the same time, the savage has always represented an anxious, negating
255
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presence in the world, standing perpetually opposed to western
civilization.256
Williams argues that without the invention of the savage, Western civilization would not
have been able to define itself. The complexities of this paradox have been defined and
redefined for over two thousand years.
However, the contact with the Americas brought forth a new series of ethical
confrontations that allowed Europeans to redefine what Enrique Dussel refers to as the
“Imperial Being.” Since 1492, the existence of the European man has depended on the
existence, and the elimination of his colonized subjects. As noted in the last chapter, the
Franciscans thrived in the liminality of their medieval archetypal community that was to
survive, divorced from all material and structural possessions. However, the eighteenthcentury Franciscan mission, created to defend the Bourbon territories, betrayed this
ideology and aligned their brotherhood with a colonial enterprise over two centuries old.
When the iconography of Martyr Portraits is discerned as a product of Franciscan liminal
and imperial existence, we can thus make sense of this mendicant order as a royal
institution at the service of the Crown and as a brotherhood engaged in the supposed
salvation of savages’ souls. In this chapter, I review the iconography of Martyr Portraits
to reveal how eighteenth-century Novohispanic Franciscans partly defined their existence
in relation to northern Natives. In order to reveal the existence of the Franciscan
enterprise as an extension of the Crown, i.e., the Franciscan Imperial Being, an
iconographic revision of the details that engendered Natives as savages, barbarians, or
chichimecas needs to be contextualized; their skin color, their clothing or lack thereof,
the meaning of their “nakedness,” and the landscape in which they are all situated need to
256
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be tied to this ideological colonial discourse. Additionally, the landscape setting will
further serve to define the Franciscans as anxious and liminal creatures simultaneously
longing for and fearing martyrdom at the edges of the empire.
Mendieta, in the second part of Book V of Eclesiastica, describes the chichimecos
as follows:
Chichimec is a common name (among us, the Spanish, and amongst
Christian Indians) for infidel Indians, which were wandering from one
place to another without a place to set…their bodies are naked and sleep
on bare land…257
To Mendieta, chichimecas are naked, nomadic, and barbaric. His definitions are then
backed by the images he created, which, as noted in chapter 3, must have been a great
source of inspiration for the paintings created a century and a half later. Mendieta
continues:
...given the negative influence of some star or a beast they breed from,
[barbarians] differentiate from Christian Indians of peace, in language,
force, ferocity and body disposition. They are nervous, burly, unbearded,
and in terms of their language they can be confused as monsters of nature.
In their costumes they are very different than man, and in their ingenuity
they are similar to brutes.258
His descriptions enact a violence that resonates to these days, however; it would take
another century for those descriptions to surface regularly in the visual culture of the
empire. Mendieta’s visual and textual definitions of Natives as chichimecas created an
Macmillan, 2012), 1.
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antecedent that in the eighteenth century took the shape of martyr and caste paintings.
CASTAS
Christian Peninsulars began to examine the nature of American Natives from the day
Columbus landed in the Caribbean. They did so by resorting to a system of classification
that facilitated their understanding of the encountered subjects. Similar to the way Jews
were being classified according to their level of religious practice (Conversos, Marranos,
New Christians), Natives fell into a scheme of categorization that ranged from “noble
savages” to barbarians. Such classifications existed in the Americas even before the
institutionalization of the caste system (and the cleansing blood trials) in New Spain
during the late 1500s.
Caste classifications of indigenous peoples always seemed to vary according to
the degree of resistance against colonization. The intense mission program of the
sixteenth century helped define these parameters, which were to be revisited during the
Franciscan mobilization into the northern provinces in both the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries. As noted before, the eighteenth-century mission project was
modeled after the achievements of the Franciscans during the 1500s. Everything from the
construction of new missions to the way they modeled themselves in images, was created
in response to this liminal sixteenth-century utopia. Similarly, in the Franciscan
imaginary, the various generalized caste categories of indigenous peoples created in the
sixteenth century got solidified in the visual culture of the 1700s. Images of Inidos
ladinos, “loyal native vessels,” “conquest allies,” and “good faithful Indians” disappeared
from the artistic imaginary, only to be replaced by generalized depictions of “esclavos
naturales” (natural slaves), uncivilized barbarians, and wild chichimecas of the north. In
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both instances, this classificatory system is comparable to the way the Spanish Inquisition
classified Jews according to their convictions. Ultimately, this form of branding was
based on Natives’ capacity, or willingness, for conversion.
The infamous legal dispute, better known as the Valladolid Debate, 1550–51,
between humanist Juan Ginés de Sepulveda and Dominican Friar Bartolome de las Casas,
summarizes many of the issues and concerns regarding the legal agency of Novohispanic
Natives.259 As a consequence, “there developed during the first half century of Spanish
action in America a kind of polarization between the two extremes—what might be
called the ‘dirty dog’ and the ‘noble savage’ school of thought—although there were
many different and more subtle shades of opinion in between.”260 The opinions were
divided according to direct interactions between the protagonists of the debate and the
Natives. Bartolome de las Casas, for instance, had spent almost fifty years in the
territories of New Spain. His direct contact provided the ground for the writings opposing
Sepulveda’s views regarding Natives’ ability to learn the European language, logic, and
artistry.261 Similar to Vasco de Quiroga, who by the 1530s maintained that “Indians still
lived in the Golden Age, whereas Europeans had decayed,”262 de las Casas also praised
Native institutions and achievements, arguing that their systems surpassed, “by no small
measure,” those of the Greeks and Romans.263 This comparison reveals how unknown
civilizations and their capacity to govern themselves were being measured according to
familiar Western systems. On the other hand, Sepulveda used Native religious practices
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such as sacrifice, which were unfamiliar to Europeans, to render Amerindians as
barbarians.
The first and most important argument of Sepulveda was the notion that Natives
“were in such a state of barbarism that force was required to liberate them from this
condition.”264 In order to respond to Sepulveda’s argument, de las Casas analyzed
Aristotle’s definitions of the barbarian. This philosophy, according to de las Casas,
defined Natives based only on the following traits: “savage behavior,” lack of written
language, and lack of all reasoning (i.e., Christianity in this case).265 In Aristotelian
terms, all these qualities informed the categorization of Natives as barbarians. One of the
most remarkable arguments of de las Casas was the following: if Amerindians showed
any signs of being uncivilized, their barbarism would pale in comparison to the way
Iberians treated them during the wars of conquest. Aristotelian philosophy, which
according to Todorov informed much of Sepulveda’s argument against Natives, was
disputed on more than one occasion by de las Casas.
Todorov contends that Sepulveda based his justification for the application of
force against Natives on the following: “the body must be subjected to the soul, matter to
form, children to parents, women to men, and slaves (tautologically defined as inferior
beings) to masters.”266 De las Casas repudiated this view of the “nature” of the slave by
arguing that American Natives possessed sufficient judgment to govern themselves.
Tzvetan Todorov maintains that although Christianity is not free of hegemonic
hierarchies, the core difference between both thinkers relied on the fact that Greco-
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Roman dualities are irreversible. The main argument in the Aristotelian tradition is based
on the notion that a slave lacks and cannot obtain, reason, whereas Christian faith is
achieved through conversion. Binary epistemologies redefined Native agency in the
Americas, and gave birth to a new form of European self-perception.
Sylvia Wynter, in “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom:
Towards the Human, after Man, Its Overrepresentation—An Argument,” argues that the
core of this trial focused on the ontological definition of European men against their
newly conquered, and undefined, other.
Two different anthropologies and their respective origin models/narratives
had inscribed two different descriptive statements of the human, one
which underpinned the evangelizing mission of the Church, the other the
imperializing mission of the state based on its territorial expansion and
conquest.267
The core of the European man’s new identity and agency in all matters of conquest and
colonization resided in this duality. Men were defined in terms of their religious practices
and their territorial possession. European identity was essentially re-defined when
conquistadors began to take control over the Americas. Sylvia Wynter contends that the
core of the confrontation between Sepulveda and de las Casas resides in, “whether the
primary generic identity should continue to be that of Las Casas’s theocentric Christian,
or that of the newly invented Man of the humanists, as the rational (or ratiocentric)
political subject of the state….”
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interrupted the moment Saint Francis died, at the dawn of a renewed and intense mission
expansion around the world. Julia McClure, in “Poverty, Power, and Knowledge: An
Early Entangled History of Hispaniola,” ensures this claim by stating that “Franciscan
identity embodied a dichotomy: they were at once reminiscent of an idealized countercommunity and part of the hegemonic authoritative Church.” Franciscans inhabited the
territories of New Spain with a contradictory ideology that laid claim to their practice
under the rubric of poverty and zeal. At the same time, they intrinsically advanced
following the footsteps, and under the protection of, the expanding Crown: McClure
continues, “When Franciscans journeyed to Hispaniola in 1493, this voyage was the
logical continuation of the Franciscan network, which was already well established in the
Atlantic context of the Canary Islands.”269 Franciscan spiritual transformation of the
Americas was always at the service of the interests of the state, a fact the friars were well
aware of.270 This contradictory perception was at the core of every Spanish colonial
enterprise. As such, Iberian identities began to take a different shape under these neocapitalist concepts. The vessels of the new territories existed at the intersection of these
philosophical concepts.
For the Franciscans particularly, the indigenous peoples of New Spain, and all the
territories they later laid ecclesiastical control over, represented the embodiment of this
new colonial and contradictory ontology. In other words, defining the Native, the Indio,
the barbarian, and the savage became an opportunity for Franciscans to assert their
theocentric role as evangelists and political subjects of the state. To assert control over
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the purity of Natives’ souls was to lay claim over their lands. This anti-liminal
contradiction was at the core a new European subjectivity that informed, in part, the
production of Martyr Portraits.
Ramón Grosfoguel, aided by Enrique Dussel’s writings, helps explain the
ideological contradictions that constituted the new agency of the European conqueror. In
“The Structure of Knowledge in Westernized Universities: Epistemic Racism/Sexism and
the Four Genocides/Epistemicides of the Long 16th Century,” he notes:
Descartes’ ‘I think, therefore I am’ is preceded by 150 years of ’I conquer,
therefore I am…. ‘The ego conquiro is the condition of possibility of
Descartes ego cogito. According to Dussel, the arrogant and idolatric Godlike pretension of Cartesian philosophy is coming from the perspective of
someone who thinks of himself as the center of the world because he has
already conquered the world. Who is this being? According to Dussel
(2005), this is the Imperial Being. The ’I conquer’ that began with the
European men colonial expansion in 1492, is the foundation and condition
of possibility of the ’I think’ that secularized all the attributes of the
Christian God and replaces God as the new foundation of knowledge.271
To acknowledge the long history of the intricate relationship of the Franciscans to the
Spanish Crown and to the Bourbon expansion is to understand the royal dependence on
the New Mexican missions and all territories of the north. This longstanding partnership
betrays the liminality of St. Francis and his rule, which in turn was quickly replaced with
the new Imperial Being. In order to mask the complacency/embodiment of these
ideological contradictions, the images of the martyr had to reinstate old tropes of imagemaking that assured the position of Natives as existing in constant need of conversion and
possession, i.e., colonization. Martyr Portraits firmly reinstate the northern indigenous
populations as wild, naked, and violent; perpetually the aggressors as opposed to
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defenders from constant attacks and colonial oppression.
SKIN COLOR
The chronicler, Francisco Lopez de Gomara, in Historia de las Indias (1551), declared
that darker skin was a mysterious act of God. He cited Augustine and Chrysostom in his
justification of Native servitude, declaring that “the idea of slavery [was] a proper
castigation for sin.”272 He also argues that “the sin of Cam against his father was less
severe than the sins of these Indians against God, yet the descendants of the former had
been cursed into slavery.”273 Dark skin color, and the contrast between whiteness and
darkness, was a signifier of difference that was theologically defended. Not only Gomara
but other chroniclers of subsequent centuries contended and defended these ideas.274
The portrayal of the Native as savage, naked, dark, and violent obeys the
necessity to create an ontological difference between the martyr and the entire population
of the indigenous nation they portrayed. The skin color of the Native is one of the first
signifiers that separate the martyrs (with white skin color) from the barbarians, as
illustrated in all of the eighteenth-century Portraits. Alejandro Cañeque argues that skin
color informed much of the hatred Natives and other minorities in the Americas dealt
with during the colonial period. However, race functioned in very complicated ways in
New Spain. The social status of each individual was dependent on his/her limpieza de
sangre (blood cleansing trial), which determined his or her caste regardless of skin
color.275 Nonetheless, skin pigmentation was always a determinate factor in the
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ideological differentiation between Europeans and those belonging to a lower caste.
Authors such as Alejandro Cañeque also argue that skin color became a key signifier “for
cultural and racial difference” amongst the different castes of New Spain.276
In Spain, one’s caste was contingent on many factors; language spoken, official
records that stated one’s heritage, one’s blood quantum, even community testimonies
defining one’s legal and economic standing in society. Legal, social, and religious
concepts of purity and impurity of blood determined the racial categories and ultimately
one’s social status; “the category of ‘indio puro’ [for example] was frequently determined
through a combination of genealogical, sociocultural, economic, and physical
characteristics. It was much a historical and social construct…”277 It is no surprise that a
coeval manifestation of this classificatory system arose in the visual culture of New
Spain. The trope of skin color as a signifier of impurity and barbarian anxiety depicted in
Martyr Portraits was present in most caste images of the mid- to late-eighteenth century.
Casta paintings were typically produced in the eighteenth century to illustrate
different families that, as a product of racial mixing in the viceroyalties, generated mixedblood children. According to the extensive scholarship on the genre, casta images were
mostly created to satisfy an Iberian curiosity of the Americas and to appease anxieties of
a racial system that was, for many, out of control. They were commonly gathered in
series of sixteen panels, with roaming “uncivilized” Natives representing the lowest rank
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of the racial taxonomy. These representations of the “indomitable barbarian” in his/her
“natural” setting furthered the Crown’s justification for an aggressive colonization
campaign against resistant northern tribes. In the specific case of martyr images, the
males of this lowest caste resurface, not as the bearer of protection, hunter-gatherer, or
provider to his family, as noted in many images of caste. Instead, Martyr Portrait artists
borrowed all the characteristics of mecos (short for chichimeco or Nahuatl for “of the
lineage of dogs”) to showcase a new type of violent casta.
As noted by Martinez, casta images, far from portraying a reality of social
stratification of New Spain, offered a distorted view of a new administration in the
eighteenth century that sought to gain control over its labor force. The work force’s
dismantling hierarchical order, based on castes, sought a respite in the order portrayed in
these paintings, thus appeasing, “anxieties about the changes that were threatening to
radically alter the social order.”278 Nowhere else in the visual culture of the eighteenth
century were these anxieties more apparent than in the portrayal of indios bárbaros.
Apaches, indios bárbaros, indios mecos, chichimecas, and Apaches279 were some
of the classificatory terms used to determine the lowest category of humans that appeared
in casta paintings. They are consistently represented as half naked, with a white loincloth
or colorful feathers covering their sex. In the context of casta paintings, skin color is a
noteworthy signifier, as it always differs from the rest of the groups portrayed. For
instance, in the most recognizable series of this genre, the images of Miguel Cabrera,
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emphasis is placed on the socioeconomic status of his figures, mainly through their skin
color and clothing. In fact, in all representations of non-Christianized Natives or heathen
Indians, clothing and skin color are the most important signifiers of difference.
Concerns regarding the contamination of Creole and Spanish blood by the
impurity of blackness were common in the eighteenth century. Casta paintings present
these anxieties by representing black characters as an unstable and violent casta. Fears of
impure blood loomed in New Spain, and the increasing production of these images fed
that anxiety by depicting black castes and indios bárbaros with the darkest skin
pigmentations. Overall, the casta conceptions of barbarians and blacks in the Americas
helped redefine Aristotelian hierarchies of skin color as a tool of difference for centuries
to come. Dussel’s “Imperial Being” may not have been conceptualized in the eighteenth
century, but it was concretized in images during the period of the Bourbon Reforms.
These visual tools of differentiation constructed the master-slave roles necessary to
establish Spanish and Creole blood at the top of the colonial “food chain.” As in the
portraits of Casañas, Xavier de Silva, and Pablo Rebullida, the use of skin color helped
conceive a clear hierarchical difference between Creole missionaries as Imperial Beings
and their wild and heathen subject (Figures 3, 5, and 8).
To explain the fury of the Pueblo Natives, Orator Dr. Isidro Sariñana y Cuenca in
his 1681 sermon, connects indigenous armament to the Biblical Psalm 11: “For look, the
wicked bend the bow, they have fitted their arrow to the string, to shoot in the dark at the
upright in heart.”280 Similarly to the function of the macana in Casañas and the Virgen de
la Macana paintings, arrows, bows, and quivers became the instruments bearing heathen
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disdain, aimed at perpetuating the pain and sacrifice of contemporary martyrs. Native
weaponry represents, in Novohispanic martyr scenes, American manifestations of a new
type of arma christi, i.e., the instruments that penetrated Christ’s body during his Passion
and death on the cross. Cuenca describes the quiver as a womb full of darts and a
“symbol of dissimulation, in which treason is concealed....”281 In a curious comparison,
Cabrera’s Indios Gentiles (Figure 19) displays the quiver of the India as a place where
the offspring of the barbarians rest; her quiver functions like a womb, and their offspring,
the casta of their treachery. !
The arrows, which are prominent in all Macana renditions, symbolized for Cuenca
the embodiment of treason. Through a reference made by the prophet Jeremiah in the
Book of Lamentations, Cuenca attributed the agony these arrows provoked in the martyrs
to the will of God:!
I see that in this place Jeremiah uses the words “Quiver of God,”
“pharetrae suare,” for those most mysterious Divine Judgments and secret
designs from which God permitted that He should suffer, like arrows
which pierced Him through, in all calamities, which in His persecution
afflicted Him.”282!
!
Here suffering gains a new layer of meaning. In this telling homily, the will of God and
the grief of Jeremiah are directly linked to the pain presently inflicted by the arrows of
the Pueblo Natives. A pain that is twofold, the agent of their anguish is at once the
product of treachery yet fulfills the will of God. This connection between the willful
torment of the twenty-one martyrs of 1680 and God’s plan made it a crucial element of
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the martyr-making process.283 In other words, “barbarism” becomes a theological agent
by which the pain of martyrdom is achieved and misery resides in the excess of violence,
which is produced by the constructed Indian figure and his uncivilized actions upon
friars’ bodies. The inflicted agony operates as a required link to the suffering of Christ
and as a tool that combined both Pueblo Natives’ barbarism, hatred and God’s will, all
within a single act. Novices’ understanding of these theological connections would have
transformed the pictures into windows through which the future missionaries
contemplated their own destinies, an imagined liminal destiny that ignored the Franciscan
complicity with the Bourbon colonization tactics. !
“NAKEDNESS”
In Ignacio Maria Barreda’s panel of seventeen casta groups, 1777, a group of indios
mecos appears as a total separate caste category at the lower register of the composition
(Figures 29 and 30). Not only does Barreda utilize color as a hierarchical conduit, but he
appears to aggregate a separate category to the casta canon to illustrate northern Natives.
Given that castas, when painted, were always shown in groups of sixteen, the inclusion
of a seventeenth category demonstrates chichimecas’ liminal stance in this system, and in
Novohispanic society in general. The impurity of the group and their status as nonChristianized is emphasized through additional visual tropes. Five adults and four
children are painted in canonical attire, penacho and taparabos (plume crest and
loincloths), corresponding to the Tupinamba in Brazil. This archetypical costume was
introduced as early as 1500 in Pedro Alvarez Cabral’s Historias de Brazil. Tupinamba
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clothing and plumes coexist until this day as tools to represent a generalized idea of
indigenous populations throughout the Americas. In the sixteenth century, Tupinambas
appear as the central personification of the Americas and their populations in maps,
chronicles, and geographical accounts that had begun to circulate in Europe as official
documents that proved Amerindians’ cannibal instincts (Figure 31).284 Barreda portrays
his group in different poses, which aim to heighten the threat they represent. One figure
turns his back to us, making his quiver and arrows visible to his audience. Another meco
is depicted hunting; however, he points his arrow above to the rest of the castas portrayed
in sixteen separate panels. To the right, a male meco is shown tenderly and responsibly
caring for his offspring while a female separates the panel into two groups, enforcing the
dichotomy of Natives as indios gentiles and indios bárbaros. All the characters are
surrounded by dense foliage to compel a reading of the wild man in his natural
environment or Adam in a state of sin at the Garden of Eden. Most likely, the reclining
figure represents an innovative way to underline the artist’s group of mecos as nonChristianized. The undisclosed location of this group creates a generalized idea that the
artist meant to render the “wild” as the location for a place far away from the city painted
underneath them, in this case recreational areas within Mexico City.285
The chichimeca is a Nahuatl word that was used to describe all those indigenous
nations north and west of the valley of Mexico. It was not used to designate the ethnicity
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used to describe positive aspects of external rulership and economic control: Charlotte M.
Graddie, in “Discovering the Chichimecas,” explains:
These meanings were closely tied to the Aztec and Spanish conceptions of
Rulership. For the Aztecs, Chichimec provided one source of political
legitimacy for their newly established empire in the central valley of
Mexico. The Spanish on the other hand, emphasized the Chichimec’s
barbarian aspects and made this part of their discourse over the treatment
of the Indians.286
Chichimec as a concept began to shape the realities of all indigenous groups north of the
Valley of Mexico. In chronicles and images they were described as “childlike” and
possessed by the Devil. Their violent, and, at times, monstrous nature, justified force
against them. As a visual category, the Spanish concept of the chichimec helped defined
the parameters in which nomadic, semi-naked, and hunter-gatherers were defined. They
were Indians outside the jurisdictional parameters of the Crown, but representatives of an
anxiety that always loomed in the North. They were viewed simultaneously as outsiders
and as potential new Christians. In writing and in image, chichimecas seem as if they
were not vessels of the Crown, and were always portrayed as wanderers and in an
undisclosed Garden of Eden in perpetual sin. As such, the chichimec represented more
the responsibility of the mendicant orders and not of the state.
Depending on clothing as a signifier for the uncivilized, Barreda depicts his
figures in hierarchical order, and increasingly naked. By way of clothing, the different
groups are depicted as decreasing in social status; the groups on the top registers of the
composition highly contrast with the lower-level groups. They are defined by the
elaborate nature of their clothing. The different textiles and different objects of clothing
determine their casta and their socioeconomic status. For example, in the first frame we
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see a Spanish man, a mestizo woman, and their castizo offspring (Figure 32). We can
distinguish how the male wears a local pañuelo on his head and is dressed in a banyan, a
typical male clothing item from China, made out of chintz, a type of fabric produced in
India. The mestizo wears a European skirt and what appears to be a local rebozo. Their
clothing defines their status as a mixed family. The possibly foreign and local origins of
their clothing speak of the complex identity that is rooted in a unique and crescent form
of Creole style. In high contrast, the people of the lower registers lack defined textiles and
clothing, thus locating their identity in a much lower caste. For example, all eight groups
of the lowest registers are dressed in much less refined costume. Most of their clothing
items are very simple and, at times, consist of just patches of fabric. Some are painted
barefoot. Furthermore, the subjects of these castas do not participate in any
socioeconomic activity. Barreda also places his last eight castes in private spaces,
stripped of any visible possessions, to avoid any connections between them and any
trade. Their clothes and their possessions define their status and location in Novohispanic
society. However, none of the sixteen categories are naked. Only the mecos are in
loincloths, which in many ways has been a symbol of nakedness in colonial visual culture
for hundreds of years.
The reduction of unknown “Americas” to ideological binary positions began early
in the sixteenth century. The visual and textual descriptions of the first colonizers such as
Christopher Columbus, Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, and Bartolome de las Casas,
attempted to situate unknown civilizations outside of a built environment. The trope of
the naked, barefoot, wandering men in a utopian Garden of Eden, presented with no signs
of human intervention, informed the first European fantasies of the “noble savage.” Jose
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Rabasa, in Inventing America, argues that these tropes conditioned the basic semantic
oppositions between “nature” and “culture,” “civilization” and “savagery,” emerged as
the ideological underpinnings of a binary opposition between colonizers and colonized.287
The basic structure of this binary system informs much of the articulations of the northern
provinces in the visual culture of the eighteenth century. However, as a consequence of
the unending resistance of northern groups against Spanish colonizers, the utopic vision
of the noble savage was soon enough transformed into the vision of a barbaric,
threatening creature.
Rabasa continues, “The noble savage, then, would not be an opposite of
barbarism, but rather would mark the passage from a concept of civilization to barbarism
by including in the double negation ‘noncivilization’ and ‘nonbarbarism.’”288 In “Utopian
Ethnology in Las Casas Apologetica,” Rabasa argues that the neutrality of the term
“noble savage” offers the semantic basis for concepts of barbarism. Since the ancient
Greeks, Europeans fashioned themselves in opposition to their barbarian invention.
However, in the sixteenth century, all these classificatory nomenclatures (textual and
visual) came to signify Christian conversion and territorial expansion simultaneously.
Consequently, when it came to fashioning images of eighteenth-century peoples of the
northern provinces, the two hundred-year conception of the savage, noble or barbarian,
informed the iconography that constitutes casta paintings, Martyr Portraits, and other
similar examples. For example, Fray Benavides in 1634 described New Mexico as a
space full of “innumerable Indians so barbarous and savage that they are naked and have
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no house or agriculture, supporting themselves on all kinds of animals, which they hunt
and eat raw.”289 The visual culture of eighteenth-century barbarians fashioned itself out
of established tropes that never disappeared. However, their meaning in these images
spoke to a different type of chichimeca, one that had been developing for centuries and
helped justified the presence of the Franciscan in the north. Chronicles from all three
centuries, from the sixteenth to the eighteenth, utilize the language of the first
conquistadores to render the alienness of far lands such as New Mexico and Guatemala,
and their inhabitants as alien, savage, “naked” entities in need of taming.
CHRISTIAN NAKEDNESS
“Nakedness” for Christians has historically and metaphorically been equated with
shame.290 In Genesis, the ignominious fallen state of man is established when Adam says,
“I was afraid because I was naked so I hid.” In order to reinforce a prelapsarian
understanding of the European fantasy of the “noble savage” and the barbarian, the trope
of nudity constantly informed the rendering of Natives in American art. Eighteenthcentury artists commissioned to paint Martyr Portraits were not an exception. However,
artists such as Sanabria and others must have understood the semantic weight of nudity,
and instead of repeating old devices, the artists chose to define the “nakedness” of the
northern Natives in contrast to the clothed body of the Franciscan martyr.
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As noted in chapter 2, Starkloff notes that Franciscans were to follow “the poor
and naked Christ…[and] always be in a state of temporal passage until they entered the
unchanging state of Heaven. And this was the condition, quite literally, in which Francis
died.”291 The Franciscan enterprise was founded under the principles of poverty. In fact,
in both the rules of 1221 and 1223, St. Francis emphasized his brothers’ destitution by
declaring that they were forbidden to take money and property. In chapter 2 of the Little
Flowers of St. Francis, Brother Bernard, often considered the first follower of St. Francis,
addressed Assisi’s commitment to poverty:
Bernard likewise received from God many graces he was ravished in
contemplation, and St Francis said he was worthy of all reverence, and
that he had founded the Order, because he was the first who had
abandoned the world, giving all he possessed to the poor of Christ,
keeping back nothing for himself; and practicing evangelical poverty,
placing himself naked in the arms of the Crucified, whom may we all bless
eternally. Amen292
The nakedness of Christ on the cross is the Franciscan master symbol, which Saint
Francis aimed to emulate even before he received the stigmata. Saint Bonaventure, in his
Legenda Maior, describes the voluntary self-disrobement of Francis of Assisi in 1205 in
front of the city’s bishop, and consequently, the confirmation of his brotherhood in a
constant state of poverty and nakedness:
There he made no delay, without hesitation...he immediately took his
clothes off and gave them back to his father...he even took off his
trousers...then he said to his father, “Until now I called you my father, but
from now on I can say without reserve, ‘Our father who art in heaven.’ He
is all my wealth ...He jumped to his feet covering him with the cloak he
was wearing….Francis took it gratefully and drew with his own hand with
a piece of chalk, making it a worthy garment for a man who was crucified
291
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and a beggar.293
Nakedness is a symbol of Christ on the cross, and consequently St. Francis’s unclothed
body became a signifier for the state of poverty in which he sought to model his order.
The significance of addressing the “unclothed” as a symbol of Christ’s sacrifices on the
cross, and his dispossession of all earthly wealth, is quickly replaced by Adam’s fall and
temptation. As Alessandro Vettori notes, Thomas Celano justifies the creation of his tunic
by stating that it was fashioned to drive off every “fantasy of the demons.” Vettori
continues, “The acquisition of clothing in the Franciscan tradition becomes synonymous
with the articulation of a rhetorical structure.”294 The Franciscan robe is thus the
embodiment of Christ’s Passion. To wear the Franciscan tunic was to embody his
nakedness, sacrifice, and agony. In the Franciscan tradition, nakedness is a virtue, a
symbol divorced of prelapsarian connotations, and only in his biographers, and future
Franciscans, do we see a distortion of these ideological moral principles.
In all Martyr Portraits the Franciscan tunic is presented, similar to the martyrs’
bodies, as an incorruptible entity, undisturbed by Native weaponry. To penetrate the
Franciscan tunic is to penetrate the body of the martyr and, as a consequence, the
nakedness and virtues of Christ. In high contrast to the virtues of the Franciscan
“unclothed” body, Natives are denied any Christian privileges and are constantly
rendered through the lens of the Book of Genesis, i.e., the Fall. All Martyr Portraits, and
for that matter almost any eighteenth-century rendition of the peoples of the northern
provinces, aimed to structure “nakedness” as a prelapsarian act that required Franciscan
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intervention. In the Novohispanic tradition, the fall of the soul is articulated through a set
of differences such as skin color, use of a loincloth, and a sexualized body. For example,
in the portrait of Casañas, the body of the Jémez Pueblo Native is naturalistically
rendered as a threatening, strong, and muscular man (Figure 3). Given the long traditions
of illustrating indigenous bodies as utopic inhabitants of a European colonial Garden of
Eden, his loincloth was not painted to clothe him, but instead, it was an attempt to
uncover his “nakedness.” The musculature, skin color, strength, and “nakedness” of the
enemy are painted in constant contradiction with the conical Franciscan robe.
The body of St. Francis and the flesh of the martyr are articulated through blood,
which in all the portraits taints the habits of its victims. Unlike St. Francis with Stigmata
as Crucifix, we are not supposed to confirm the virtues of the wounds as a peeping
Doubting Thomas (Figure 25). Instead, we are denied entry to the nakedness of Casañas,
Arvide, and Rebullida by way of bloody robes, which further reaffirmed the “nakedness”
of the chichimeca. Most importantly, it is precisely through the historically conditioned
signifiers of Native “nakedness” that the Franciscan virtues of nakedness are activated.
THE LANDSCAPE
Few were the Novohispanic artists who used the land of Central Mexico as a backdrop to
the religious and secular themes explored in painting throughout the colonial period.
Concurrently, few are the art historians who dedicated more than a page or chapter in
their books to the study of landscape painting previous to the nineteenth century. As early
as Bernardo Couto’s seminal book, Dialago de la Pintura (1860), art historians have
lamented the absence of landscape painting in Mexico during the colonial period.
Landscape, for instance, which is such beautiful and gentil realm of
Fordham series in medieval studies, no. 3 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004), 7.
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painting, was offered excellent backgrounds in a land such as Mexico,
where nature is so varied, rich, and elegant…It is not understandable how
such spectacle did not incite the imagination of painters to reproduce it in
their canvases… 295
In the early years of the Iberian intervention in Mexico, a necessity to control all the
material culture originating from the Americas (including people and land) allowed for
the development of relaciones geograficas (illustrated and elaborate questionnaires that
aimed to survey the territories). For example, in order to document and administer the
new lucrative lands of the expanding territories of New Spain, Philip II commissioned
indigenous artists to create these types of illustrations. Similarly, the relaciones helped
configure the nature of the rural landscapes surrounding administrative centers.296 In
other words, landscape painting, in New Spain, was established first as a form of colonial
control before it became an artistic expression. Throughout the next three centuries,
nature in art began to acquire a European aesthetic. Finally, in the nineteenth century, it
became a central subject for the poetic illustrations of the Academy of San Carlos’s
students.
Towards the middle of the sixteenth century, landscape painting started to
function as a backdrop to religious images. Renaissance allegorical and Christological
landscapes were created to adorn historic sites such as the mendicant missions of
Huejotzingo, San Gabriel Cholula, and the Casa del Dean (Figures 33, 34, and 35). Most
of the mural painting production throughout central New Spain was done by Native
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artists, under the supervision of Franciscan teachers such as Pedro de Gante, who
advocated for the Italian Renaissance as a stylistic tool of conversion. Native artist in this
area of New Spain created a unique form of landscape wherein the so-called “ItalianFlemish” style was created. Many of these landscapes resemble cuatrocento scenery.
Rocky mountains and uniform lighting became a staple for religious images. Lighting, for
example, allows for the different planes of the compositions to be unified (Figure 33).
The inclusion of barren landscapes with few trees, rivers, and mountains does not permit
the identification of specific geographic regions. However, in Italy, the unified and
undefined landscape of painting had specific religious connotations. The simplification of
nature, combined with a unifying use of light and expansive open skies, expressed a
perfect balance between the heavenly and the terrestrial.297 These iconographic details
enriched the spirituality of the religious figures, which were generally represented in the
first plane of the composition. And while Novohispanic mural painting obeyed many of
these characteristics, they quickly disappeared from the local visual culture vocabulary.
From the seventeenth century onwards, the landscapes used in religious compositions
were created by combining these Italian tendencies with a renewed interest in Flemish
landscape.
Italian-Flemish landscapes as “stylistic” tropes for the creation of religious
painting dominated throughout the seventeenth century. Meanwhile, in places like Italy,
Holland, and Flanders, a new approach to naturalism began to transform the practice.
Italian-Flemish approaches to landscape also reached a unique form of expression in New
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Spain with artists such as José Echave Orio, José Juárez, and Cristóbal Villalpando,
among others (Figures 36, 37, and 38). However, the lack of studies dedicated to the
critical analysis of Novohispanic landscape painting leads us to believe that the
monumental images of these masters from the 1700s included landscapes only as
ornamental tools to enrich the baroque spectacles they created. However, deeper
examination into viceregal landscape painting will reveal that the “backdrops” to the
biblical baroque spectacles of artists like Villalpando were an essential part of the stories
told. I believe that colonial landscape should not be studied as a separate entity from the
narratives’ principal characters. In other words, the belief that “the heroic human and
divine presence bestows dignity and significance on the natural setting…”298 can change
when these pictorial spaces are analyzed independently; “the natural setting can give
contextual substance and corroborative metaphorical force to the human and divine
subject and narrative.”299 Nonetheless, the richness of these vistas has the capacity of
enriching, and in certain cases overshadowing, the main characters and scenes
portrayed.300
While in different parts of Europe, landscape painting began to take a more
independent role in New Spain, rarely was it conceived as the main subject of a pictorial
composition. In the case of Martyr Portraits, the theological and ideological meanings of
the principal characters of the compositions’ foreground are tightly linked to the
landscapes they portray. They are an iconographic extension of the main topic, but more
importantly, they represent eighteenth-century imperial expansion, and an articulation of
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Bourbon anxieties in regards to the bellicose territories of the north.
THE ALIEN LANDSCAPE
The martyr is the archetype of the liminal traveler who seeks his unification with Christ
through the pain of his sought-after death. The articulation of the landscape setting
highlights this promise by creating familiar, yet alien, environments in which the
liminality of the martyr could thrive. The distant marginal landscape of seventeenthcentury New Mexico was always presented as a liminal space where monastic, viceregal,
and Native forces constantly disputed their claimed territories. The physical distance
between central New Spain and the northern provinces was reinforced by the alien
characteristics of the landscape. The iconography of the barren and unknown
“wilderness” added a historical element to the composition, complementing the existing
narratives and expanding the empirical basis of the works. Most importantly, these
landscapes must have reinforced the need for a colonial presence and the spiritual
conquest at the fringes of the empire.
The legibility of the geographical context was tied to the presentation of
landscape painting idioms at once recognizable yet suggestive of the alien and
uncivilized. Luisa Elena Alcalá explains that, “while the landscape of the painting can
convey a presumed resemblance to the local geography, its accessibility for a European
audience rested on its use of the widespread formula of the Flemish landscape.”301 These
depictions depended on illusionistic space, naturalistic rendering, and familiar signifiers
of the wilderness, such as lush and seemingly uninhabitable spaces. Given the high
number of mid-eighteenth-century Peninsular novices in Franciscan colleges of New
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Spain, it is not hard to imagine the success of these pictorial devices with European
monastic audiences. The “Flemish” use of high horizon lines, atmospheric perspective,
and graduated use of color aided in authenticating the alien character of the place in
which these missionaries attained their martyrdom.
The Martyr Paintings employed so-called Flemish pictorial devices in which
common landscape references presented images of northern Native sites, such as Jémez,
Zuni, and other pueblos, which were made to appear foreign to the spectator in central
New Spain and elsewhere. Given the fact that Flemish pictorial landscape conventions
were standard formulae by the eighteenth century on both sides of the Atlantic, it is not
hard to imagine the efficacy of the role these European pictorial devices played.302 All
Martyr Portraits take place in imagined and liminal landscapes where next to no human
infrastructure can be discerned and, without exception, the wilderness appears as the
background for the figures of the Native barbarians, linking their alleged violent
disposition to the untamed land.
In the portrait of Casañas, for instance, a barren landscape composed of only a
few hills, dispersed vegetation, and very little evidence of human presence reminds the
viewers of the distance between those chichimec lands and the cities where these images
were usually displayed (Figure 39). The articulation of the landscape setting depended on
illusionistic space, naturalistic rendering, and familiar signifiers of the wilderness.
Western pictorial devices included the viewer’s vantage point, high horizon line,
atmospheric perspective, convincing volumetric rendering, and consistent highlight and
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shadow. Sanabria’s composition contains characteristics common among Martyr Portraits
of the time.303 Through such isolated depictions of the northern lands, the artists
illustrated historical “facts,” since these details must have been perceived as pictorial
realities and not as the invented illustrations that they were.304
THE WILD LANDSCAPE
The landscape prompted the illusion of reproducing an eyewitness. In Martyr Portraits,
the different picture planes are transformed into ideological fields of political expansion
and spiritual conquest once the viewer recognizes them as liminal and wild spaces.
Jonathan Bordo argues that “the wilderness is that state or condition that obliterates
history by initiating history from that very moment enshrined as visual testament.”305 The
act of witnessing is produced through a view of “pure” wilderness: a field devoid of
Western presence. As shown in Arvide’s picture, it is as if the work of the artist, i.e., the
product of his creativity, represented the first and only foreign presence in the unknown
territories (Figure 4). As a result, we are presented with Testimonies of Violence that
depict the isolated and liminal life of Franciscan missionaries in the tumultuous
seventeenth-century history of New Mexico. At the same time, the open background
reassured the need for further exploration and colonization. As noted by Michael P.
Gueno, the “Spanish migrants including those in the Franciscan Order understood the
Franciscan Friars in Seventeenth Century Mexico (Washington, DC: Academy of American Franciscan
History, 1973).
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landscape they sojourned through as a wild but nonetheless possessed territory of colonial
España.”306 However, the wilderness in these images was constructed not only through
the vast landscapes that dominate their background, but also through the violence enacted
upon the Franciscans in both the middle ground and the foreground. It is the unity of all
picture planes that ensures this reading. In other words, the liminality of Franciscan
history is erased via the symbols of the wilderness the Franciscans seek to tame (and the
possession of the territories that by Franciscan law they could not obtain), thus creating a
stage for a new missionary history.
Arvide’s portrait places him in an ascetic and wild space, completely isolated as
the lush wilderness that surrounds him takes over the entire composition. There is no
clear horizon line, and while the space recedes in convincing atmospheric perspective, the
trees dominate the space, leaving the body of the martyr as the only discernable symbol
of Western presence. Zia Pueblo, the site of the supposed martyrdom, does not resemble
the typography presented in the picture. In a photograph taken by John K. Hillers of Zuni
Pueblo, with Corn Mountain in the background, (Figure 40), we can discern the glaring
differences between the imagined landscape presented in Arvide’s picture and the actual
desert landscape of New Mexico. The bird’s-eye-view perspective reveals a typography
of pueblo dwellings and a mesa mountain in the background. The lush and forest-like
wilderness presented in the Puebla canvas is nowhere to be found in Hiller’s photograph.
Arvide’s untamed landscape as the natural backdrop to this martyrdom applies innovative
pictorial methods that aim to render the barbarian visible via two devices. First, as noted
in chapter 4, the presence of the northern Native is rendered visible through the machete
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and the hagiographical references to St. Peter of Verona. Secondly, the physical absence
of a Zuni or Zipia Native, a member of the group who, according to the hagiographical
records, was responsible for his death, is perhaps one of the most intense and threatening
presence of a barbarian in all of the images I have encountered.
Michael Taussig, in Shamanism, Colonialism and the Wild Man, a Study in
Terror and Healing, defines the meaning of “the absence” when he discusses Captain
Thomas Whiffen’s writings on his journey to the Amazon in the early twentieth century.
For Whiffen, traveling through the lush vegetation of the Amazon was a journey that
signified terror and danger, due precisely to the absence of human presence. The parallels
of Whiffen’s expedition and the anxiety portrayed in Arvide’s image are notable. Taussig
mentions that the terror resided in “the pressing in of somethingness in the
nothingness...it [was] not the presence of unfriendly natives that wears one down. It is the
presence of their absence, their presence in their absence.”307 For the novices and their
willingness to venture into the “wilderness” of New Mexico, the absence of Pueblo
Natives and the axe across Arvide’s head would have been a source of terror and anxiety.
And while Casañas and Rebullida resort to nakedness, skin color, and active violence to
define difference, Arvide’s artist takes advantage of the unknown to reproduce terror via
physical absence.
CRISTO DE LA MORDIDA
Returning to Puebla’s Iglesia de San Francisco, and having established it as a monument
of anxiety in previous chapters, I encountered a legend that is worthy of retelling.
Sometime during the eighteenth century, a convoy of Franciscans from Puebla was sent
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to New Mexico to evangelize the souls of Pueblo Natives. They carried with them a
crucifix, in a similar fashion as in the Portraits of Francisco Solano and Fray Arvide
(Figures 42 and 4). These last two paintings are omitted from the main body of the
images I analyze for one main reason: they represent the Franciscan as successful
predicador (preacher) and not the victim who betrays his liminality. However, I mention
them in regards to this story since they carry the crucifix as a weapon for evangelization,
similarly to the Franciscans from Puebla in this story. The main difference between the
predicador portraits and the Puebla missionaries follows: when the crucifix was
presented as the host and naked body of Christ, the Pueblo Natives took a bite of the
effigy (Figure 43). This action would have corroborated Natives’ savagery, cannibalistic
tendencies, and inability to understand the teachings of the Eucharist. In all the images
mentioned above, different indigenous groups, all rendered similarly, are placed
submitting to the word of the friar as preacher. Natives are agentless and completely
transformed by evangelization. The story of the Cristo de la Mordida differs from the
images mainly due to the violation of that innocence (Figure 41). The New Mexico
Native once again corroborates the anxiety portrayed in the Arvide portrait (located in the
same church) and the layout of Aparicio’s chapel (also in the same site). When the
crucifix is analyzed, one can clearly discern the supposed site of the teeth of the Native.
They were sculpted on both legs; however, the unnatural placement and exaggerated bite
marks reminds us of the monstrosity that Natives in the north represented to Central
Novohispanic audiences.
Throughout the eighteenth century, the monstrosity of northern Natives was a
reminder of the dangers that lurked throughout these frontiers. Given the historical
HealingChicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 78.
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tensions with the Comanches and the reinvention of barbarians as mecos earlier in the
century by artists like Sanabria, the Cristo de la Mordida and the Martyr Portraits must
have warned Franciscans of the conflict they were to confront with entire leagues of
Comanches and Apaches throughout the North. In 1726, Pedro Rivera Villalon, visitador
of the presidios, describes the Comanche as
very barbarian and bellicose...their origin is ignored given that they are
always in pilgrimage, ready for battle, and always in war against all
nations, they set camp anywhere...men are not covered above the belly
umbilicus, and women below their knees...308
Rivera’s description of Comanches as wandering, barbarian, bellicose, and half naked is
coetaneous with all visual representations of mecos in the images of this dissertation. And
even when Sanabria’s paintings were most likely created in the first quarter of the 1700s,
the images throughout the remainder of the century must have alerted novices,
visitadores, and coeval authorities with access to them of the long and continuous history
of the resistant nations such as the Comanche and the Apache. In other words, the
opposition against the Crown by both the Comanche and the Apache, which for decades
was seen as simply rebellious, must have been a principal source of anxiety for the
Franciscans. It also helps explain why Martyr Portrait artists continually chose northern
Natives as central characters, especially considering the fact that there are many other
nations described by the chroniclers in their hagiographies.309 Anxiety towards the

308

Original text reads as follows: ...tan barbaros y belicosos...su origen se ignora, porque siempre andan
peregrinando y en forma de batalla, por tener guerra con todas las naciones, y así se acampan en cualquier
paraje...Su vestuario de los hombres no pasa del ombligo, y el de las mujeres les pasa de la rodilla... See:
Luis, Navarro García, Don José́ DeG
álv ezYL aC
om
andancia G
ene ral D
e Las Provi ncias Inte rnas Del
Norte De Nueva España.[1. ed.]. Publicaciones de la Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos de Sevilla,
148 (no. general) 2. serie; Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos (Consejo Superior de Investigaciones
Científicas.), 104.
309
The wars against Apaches and Comanches continued for decades. For example, one of the most
important encounters between New Mexican Pueblos and the Comanche occurred in 1772 when five
hundred men attacked Pecos, New Mexico. By 1770, José de Gálvez, marquis of Sonora and visitador in

172
Comanche must also be paired with the trauma of the Pueblo Revolt, which was the only
successful Native uprising in the Americas.310
CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS
All of the iconography mentioned above, which I refer to as the iconography of anxiety,
when contextualized, triggers a plethora of meaning that goes beyond the making of the
barbarian. More specifically, the tools of anxiety used in Martyr Portraits are activated
when they are juxtaposed against their ideological opposite. The dark-skinned indios
become chichimecas when placed against the white skin of the missionaries. The
nakedness of the meco functions only when contrasted with the Franciscan tunics; Native
weapons, i.e., the macana, the bow and arrow, and the ax are contingent to the unarmed
friars, whose only tools of defense at times were Mary effigies (Javier de Silva),
crucifixes (Pablo Rebullida, Jose Santiesteban), or a wooden cross (as in the case of
Casañas), rosaries, and Bibles. As noted, the landscape is rendered wild only when
juxtaposed with the presence of the barbarian. The imagined vistas of the pueblos are
activated as wild spaces, not only by their barren nature, or at times lush and
claustrophobic vegetation (as in the case of Arvide), but most importantly, by the
presence of both the heroic martyrs and the vengeful barbarian. Iconographic dichotomy
serves to activate two main characters -- the barbarian and the martyr, which require the
existence of each other in order to retain their meaning as such. The martyr, as a
hagiographic and historic figure, as noted in chapter 3, is dependent on the hatred and
New Spain, declared that the subjection of the barbarian tribes of the North was not as easy as he believed
prior to leaving Mexico City for his visitas to the north a few years back. See: Luis Navarro García, Don
José De Gálvez Y La Comandancia General De Las Provincias Internas Del Norte De Nueva España.[1.
ed.]. Publicaciones de la Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos de Sevilla, 148 (no. general) 2. serie;
Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos (Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas.), 148. Sevilla:
Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, 1964), 201.
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violence of the barbarian.311 Throughout the colonial period, the iconography of anxiety
never ceased to be configured and reconfigured by the hegemonic institutions that created
it. After the sixteenth century, the visual allegory of the barbarian was reshaped to adapt
to the changing political climate of each period. The art historical tendency is to directly
connect the iconography of anxiety to the visual tools of difference that were brought
forward by the artistic expressions of those constructing the Americas in the eyes of the
Europeans. In other words, the nakedness of the savages, their weapons, the wild
landscapes they inhabit, and the violence they all together activate, are products of the
sixteenth-century colonization of the Americas. They are all part of a process that
justified genocide and an epistemicide to its intended audience, that is, the European
imaginary whose identity was being reshaped with each story, document, image, and
account of the justifiably destroyed “New World.” Nonetheless, Martyr Portraits and
their employment of anxious iconography served very different purposes from their
coeval visual forms.
The visual culture of the first century following the encounter with the Caribbean
islands was meant to promote territorial and spiritual expansion. However, in the
eighteenth century, those goals had seemingly been accomplished, and it was up to the
mendicant orders to protect those privileges obtained two hundred years earlier. The
images thus employ iconographies of anxiety, not to justify expansion, but to prevent
loss. The northern territories were, as noted throughout this dissertation, under different
threats, and the role that these images played in the recruitment of future missionaries
was more important than ever noted. They anchor the myth of the martyr to New Spain in
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order to assure a constant flow of missionaries to the North. At the same time, the images
continue the myth of the barbarian by expanding on ideas already established and by
connecting them to the personal experiences of the novices.
As graphic models of Bourbon defensive bastions of the north, these portraits
primarily anchored Franciscan ontology to the apex of the imperial enterprise. Franciscan
martyrs simultaneously embodied the Imperial and Liminal Beings to advance the myth
of the martyr and the myth of the barbarian. They both depended and fed on the barbarian
to create the Novohispanic martyr being. In essence, the iconography of anxiety, and its
history in the Americas, activated the liminal and the imperial presence of the martyr.
However, to its audience, the liminality of the murdered missionary must have been at the
forefront of the ideological message, given that it was created precisely to distract them
from their ultimate goal: the complacency that the Franciscans always had with the
Crown.

arrow to the string, to shoot in the dark at the upright in heart.”
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CONCLUSION
One of the main objectives of this dissertation was to address the peripheral and/or
understudied nature of two main topics: the history of Testimonies of Violence and their
portrayal of anxiety towards Native uprising. At the intersection of these two topics we
examine the role that Franciscans played in the production of their own legacy in New
Spain. Their history as spiritual consultants to the Crown and head missionaries of the socalled “New World,” was recorded in chronicles soon after the mythical twelve apostles
arrived in New Spain on May 14, 1524. Martyr Portraits are the graphic manifestations of
that literary genre, and as such, they recorded history employing a variety of visual tools
designed to extend the theological teachings and spiritual legacy of the Franciscans in
New Spain. From sixteenth-century hagiographic chronicles to eighteenth-century Martyr
Portraits, a Franciscan myth of liminality was forged by strengthening a commitment to
poverty and violent ascetic life. To missionaries in the 1700s, the ideal enforcing of these
crucial liminal virtues, which unintentionally reveals the nature of their anxieties, was
facilitated by the engendered portrayal of Natives as barbarians and their capacity to
transform Franciscan flesh into martyr spirit.
By addressing the following questions, with the main objective of de-trivializing
Testimonies of Violence from the corners of Native resistance denial, I offered a new
reading of these important pictures. What is the political role that seventeenth-century
missionary expansion history played in the conceptualization of these images? How are
the fringes of the empire imagined in these painted landscapes, and what purposes do
those depictions serve? How do the pictures function inside Franciscan educational
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spaces? How can we determine their importance in a tumultuous era such as the mideighteenth century? How did the anxiety of the Pueblo Revolution change the
administration of the northern territory and the portrayal of its native inhabitants? What
are the political connotations of the martyrs’ corpses and their juxtaposition with
illustrations of Natives as barbarians? What educational tools did the novices possess in
order to decode the paintings’ iconography? And as noted before, this dissertation
suggests a telling account of missionary history by framing a narrative where the power
struggle between the Franciscans, Native Pueblo peoples, and the vice-regal government
is elided in order to illustrate a violent testimonial of zeal, personal sacrifice, and
commitment to the expansionist Bourbon Empire.
I also analyzed the way in which hagiographic Martyr Portraits function as
Testimonies of Violence due mainly to the relationship with the literature from which
they stem, and their role as witnesses to the invented barbarism of northern Natives. As
political propaganda, the images function to justify the increasing militarization of the
missions against foreign European threats. As products of the Bourbon period, they
represent a changing royal administration that sought to centralize its power away from
the different dominating mendicant orders. Hagiographically speaking, the production of
these images, at times, stretches over more than one hundred years of history due to the
images intimate relationship with seventeenth- and eighteenth-century chronicles.
Channeling once more the words of Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Testimonies of
Violence represent a series of silences that must be contextualized. Their production, and
the events they illustrate, must not be observed as isolated phenomena. Instead, their
existence obeys a production line that was inspected in this dissertation. Most
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specifically, their production follows this timeline:
Fact Creation: The instances where the events first took place. If we are to follow the
chronology of Pablo de Rebullida’s portrait, the fact creation would have occurred during
his death in Costa Rica by Talamanca Natives in 1709.
Fact Assembly: The creation of archives, and in this case, the creation of documents that
narrate the events leading to the Talamanca uprising, and the letters confirming it.
Between these two instances, a series of facts get lost. The archival of documents and
writing of these letters are maintained inside Franciscan institutions to serve their
purposes. Therefore, the letters do not accurately reflect the events for many reasons, but
most importantly, because they enhance the victimization of the missionaries and the
barbarian nature of the Talamanca. As the images begin to take center stage in the
education process of Novices in Franciscan colleges, the images began to aid the literary
archives, complementing the information there expressed. As such, the images and the
galleries that house them inside these monastic spaces are an extension of the archive
needed to ensure the liminal process of a novice becoming a martyr.
Fact Retrieval: The moment when narratives are made. In this case, the moment is when
Isidro Félix de Espinosa writes his Chronica apostólica y seraphica. He most likely
disposed of the archives present in the Franciscan monasteries’ colleges. His intentions
were political; he was a Franciscan who belonged to a long history of cronistas of the
order that glorified its role in the Americas.
Retrospective Image Production: The artists, also commissioned by the Franciscans,
sought to graphically reproduce the lives of these exceptional martyrs. The images are
then separated from their original historic event by a series of steps that were manipulated
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by the producers of Franciscan history. In other words, since artists did not have a direct
connection to the actual historic event, they disposed of cronicas and Franciscan
correspondence. These were, of course, written, stored and retrieved under very particular
and one-sided political and spiritual purposes. At times, artists might have worked
directly with the writers to create discriminatory accounts (as biased as they might have
been) of history. While the scholarship of hagiographic martyrs tends to directly link the
production of these images to the available hagiographies, the intention of my
investigations was to highlight the silences created in between the stages that separate the
images from the actual events. Understanding this long history of production allows us to
view these images not as isolated, mere pictures inside Franciscan monastic spaces. By
denying the number of singular events of Testimonies of Violence [revolutionary]
content, it is impossible to imagine their importance, and as a consequence, the
monumentality of the events they portrayed.312
As noted before, Visual Testimonies is a term used to help us understand the
intricacies behind images such as La Virgen de la Macana. Additionally, this “category”
was created to attempt separating these types of images, which include Martyr Portraits,
from a discussion limited to their value in Christian ritual practices, and towards a reevaluation of the colonial repressive procedures they stem from.
Analyzing images, such as La Virgen de la Macana and Martyr Portraits under
the critical lens of Visual Testimonies, seeks to approach them by looking at their value
as visual documents, and by considering the way they historically adapt to their
audiences. I hope that his methodology allows for these images to surface in more
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academic dialogues and public spaces, such as museum exhibits. Their role in the history
of Novohispanic art and history, in general, depends much on their present visibility.
Martyr Portraits are important Testimonies of Violence that have been largely
ignored outside of Mexican academia. I concentrate on images of martyrs in the
provinces of New Spain to prove the ways in which Natives affected Church and Crown
operations. Only a few Martyr Portraits survive that specifically pertain to the history of
New Mexico, and they have been exhibited outside their original setting only a handful of
times. Furthermore, only very few scholars have critically examined them.313 Always
viewed through the lens of hagiographies, the images have been considered as archives of
Franciscan memory and visual extensions of colonial Franciscan chronicles. This
dissertation asserts those studies and appends new perspectives to those discussions.
First and foremost, I placed these images in the context of an unspoken history of
hegemonic anxiety that constituted the entire colonial period. One of the most important
consequences of the Pueblo Revolution of 1680, as noted by Luis Navarro Garcia, was
the renewed urge to protect the neglected territories of the North, “but perhaps the most
important consequence was the jolt it produced in the governors’ consciousness.”314 The
Revolution brought independence to the Pueblos of New Mexico for eleven years. What
followed after the “reconquista” were a series of viceregal and Crown procedures
propelled by the fear of Natives’ capacity for resistance and revolutionary organization.
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The territories of the north, as a consequence, were constantly surveyed in the visitas;
presidios were created, and an overall fear of anything Native was born in the colonial
imagination. The surveying and centralization of the territories was tightened with the
advent of the Bourbon Reforms, which were intensely applied after the first half of the
eighteenth century. Not coincidently, the northern Native resurfaces in the Novohispanic
visual culture as a fearless barbarian. Artists consulted the history of the “Golden Age” of
the Franciscan missions in central New Spain to re-formulate old tropes of the barbarian
into the dangerous chichimeca. Martyr Portraits are some of the most clear expressions of
this new allegory. In other words, the Pueblo Revolution helped re-define the
administration of the territories and affect the way all northern Natives were viewed and
portrayed for centuries to come.
From the time Cortez stepped foot in Veracruz, the Crown’s colonial enterprise
was dependent on the aid of Franciscans as spiritual leaders, which consequently
contradicted their sense of liminality. Victor Turner’s interpretation of the concept of
liminality is particularly useful to understand the relationship that Franciscans developed
between systems of colonial power, such as the Spanish Crown, and the visual
proliferation of their own credo of poverty in New Spain. In the eighteenth century, the
government of the viceroyalties used the missionary endeavors of the Franciscans to
protect northern territories from foreign European invasion, especially from the French,
who were suspiciously trading arms with the bellicose Comanche, just north of New
Mexico. The production of their historic memory, to use Pedro Ángeles Jiménez’s words,
in the literary and visual realms, was relative to the construction of a facade that
portrayed the brotherhood always in relation to this liminal ideal. From Motolinía (one of
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the “original” twelve Franciscans) to Diego Sanabria (the principal painter of Martyr
Portraits), chronicles, hagiographies, prints, and paintings were produced to precisely
proof their detachment from power and their commitment to poverty.
One of the principal objectives of Chapter 3 was to demonstrate how this
liminality was reinforced through these images, how it was possibly perceived by
novices, and how it functioned as colonial propaganda. The liminality of the Franciscans,
which in many ways was proven through the writings produced during the golden age of
missionary history in Mexico, was revived through all these chronicles and images of
committed martyrs of the north. Towards the end of the sixteenth-century corruption, an
overall sense of disillusion halted the missionary programs that helped establish the
Franciscans as the leading order of the Americas. Nonetheless, renewed interests in the
provinces of the north towards the end of the 1600s, accelerated interest in developing
Martyrdom as a central Franciscan virtue. With these ideas in mind, we can see how
Martyr Portraits functioned to recuperate an enthusiasm for the missionary work that
crowned the brothers of the sixteenth century. Expressly, these images helped recruit
novices to die as martyrs in places like New Mexico, regardless of the order’s complicity
with the Bourbon colonial agenda. To this end, artists at the service of the Franciscans
must have surveyed hundreds of years of hagiographies and images in order to create a
new genre that, in its deceiving simplicity, expressed all the ideas above. The figure of
the barbarian became the locus of anxiety, and was principally at the service of all these
political and theological ideas. The Pueblo Native was depicted precisely at the
intercession where virtue met colonization.
The iconography of anxiety served the Franciscans in the creation of an archive of

182
fear and violence against Natives deemed as chichimecas. These images are metonymic
forces that reveal a very complex web of power relations that existed amongst Natives,
Franciscans and the Crown. To use Trouillot’s words, power was embedded in the
understanding of these images, and deciphering that power allows for historical silences
to be understood. The images, in their placement inside galleries, functioned as archives
and contributors to the creation of an epistemology of spiritual and territorial control.
Trouillot asserts that, “Historical narratives are premised on previous understandings,
which are themselves on the distribution of archival power.”315 History is not fixed, and
to contextualize these images as archives of an imagined Imperial and Liminal presence
of the Franciscans in New Spain, instead of as just hagiographic portraits, allows us to
uncover the types of silences and violences they performed upon Native Americans for
centuries. It also permits us to see Native resistance as a series of many events throughout
the colonial period, and not as isolated events.
The Chapel dedicated to the life of Sebastian de Aparicio inside the church of San
Francisco in Puebla is an important monument and an important example of an archive of
anxiety. Through its monumental canvasses and effigies relating to various indigenous
uprisings, the chapel is a constant reminder of the imaginary barbaric nature of northern
Natives. Furthermore, inside the church we can find the Martyr Portrait of Arvide, which
is placed in an adjacent chapel, Luis Berrueco’s "Mártires del Gorkum" in the main nave,
and the Cristo de la Mordida, guarded in a private vault (Figure 47). I attribute this visual
culture of martyrdom, and anxiety to Native uprising, to the site’s function as a
Franciscan college. As such, the memory of Franciscan martyrdom was necessary in the
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formation of novices and future missionaries. Sites such as San Francisco in Puebla seem
unique, however, as long as history keeps diminishing the role of Native resistance in the
development and expansion of the American territories, other similar sites will be
rendered invisible, and their function as anxiety archives completely overlooked.
The depiction of violence becomes of central importance in the achievement of
Martyr Portraits as thematic palimpsests of Franciscan virtue and Bourbon expansion. It
is the intersection from which all themes discussed in this dissertation were anchored.
Among the many roles that violence plays in the achievement of successful hagiographic
pictures are: the rendering of Franciscan liminality as a virtue attained through
martyrdom; martyrdom as a tool achievable by way of chichimec violence; asceticism
and self-punishment as a central Franciscan virtue; the display of the martyr’s wounds as
Christian stigmata; their willingness to die in defense of their faith; their willingness to
die for the empire; and a way to extend the experience of Christ’s Passion, and St.
Francis’ stigmatization to new witnesses, i.e., its central audience.
WAYS TO EXPAND THIS PROJECT
THE JESUITS
One way that the methodologies of this project could benefit the larger history of painting
in the Americas would be by investigating the way martyrdom functioned in other
organized belief systems of the Americas. For example, the project of martyrdom, which
increased in Spain as a consequence to the Counter Reformation, was transferred to the
Americas by several mendicant orders besides the Franciscans. Dominican and Jesuit
martyr hagiographies and painting must be contrasted to the larger Franciscan missionary
project. The Jesuits contributed to the American martyrology, and created images that at
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times seem to rival the Novohispanic Franciscan martyr pantheon. In fact, the Jesuits lost
twenty-six brothers to indigenous rebellions, only one-sixteenth less than the total of
Franciscans that were killed in similar conditions.316 As noted by Rubial Garcia, the
Jesuits pushed for the veneration of relics.317 Franciscans created Martyr Portraits almost
as illustrated relics. The figure of the martyr is presented in first plane to be venerated as
such. The baroque ambiguity of the flesh permits the audience to address the Franciscan
body as a living relic. The rules of martyrdom, outlined in Chapter 2, might be one of the
reasons that limited Franciscans from the dissemination of relics. Martyrs were not
saints, and as such, a portion of their flesh would not have contributed to miracles in the
same way Saints’ relics did.
That did not stop Jesuits from disseminating and promoting the cult of relics in
New Spain. In 1999 Maureen Ahern wrote “Visual and Verbal Sites: The Construction of
Jesuit Martyrdom in Northwest New Spain in Andres Perez de Ribas’ Historia de los
Triumphos de nuestra Santa Fee.” This important study addresses the Novohispanic
hagiographic and artistic history of the Jesuit tradition. She analyzes martyrdom in
relation to spiritual formation, Jesuit chronicles, and the veneration of relics in public
churches. Ahern also carefully studies the Spiritual Exercises of the Spanish Jesuit
Ignacio de Loyola, which given its wide dissemination in Franciscan libraries, may have
also highly influenced the way Martyr Portraits were executed. Most importantly, she
considers Novohispanic hagiographies written in the seventeenth century that relate to the
life of martyrs in places like Sonora and Florida. A comparative case between both
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mendicant orders is absolutely necessary to fully understand the role martyrdom really
played in the expansion of all missions to the north of Mexico City.
AUTILLOS
Martyr Portraits need to be considered as tools of evangelization and difference.
One of the main accomplishments of these images is the establishment of missionaries as
victims and not victimizers. More and more evidence is surfacing that tells a different
story of Southwestern missions during both the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In
order to understand how the narrative can shift to consider the crimes committed against
Native peoples, one must consider Inquisition records and review autillos (small autos or
sentence proceedings of the inquisition and authorities in charge). Compilation such as
Moquis and Kastiliam, Hopis, Spaniards and the Trauma of History reveal a very
complex situation in which the Hopi, for instance, were pressured under unorthodox
punitive practices to practice Christian religion. This volume collects evidence that shifts
the narrative of victimhood from the Franciscans to the peoples of the New Mexico
Pueblos .From 1599, when twenty-four males were sentenced to twenty-one years of
servitude, had one foot hacked and their offspring sent to Mexico City, many legal and
cruel correctional practices were experienced by Southwestern Natives in the regular
basis.
It is for this reason that all Testimonies of Violence should be viewed not only in
relation to the legal documents from which they precede, i.e., Franciscan correspondence
and hagiographies. Rather, new sources must also be considered to keep reversing the
formula of victimhood. Autillos often reveal the punitive practices that Franciscans
performed against Natives, such as whipping, scolding, hanging, etc… Understanding the
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uneven legal system designed to convict and punish indigenous idolatry in all provinces
of New Spain will allow scholars to dismantle the myths created by many of these
images. As noted in Moquis and Kastilliam, “The Hopi developed numerous strategies to
preserve their religion and culture...One of those tactics was to use legal systems of the
Spanish government and the Franciscan order to redress their grievances.”318 When
autillos against Franciscan missionaries are carefully analyzed, chronicles such as
Benavides’ and Espinosa, and the images produced in their honor, will be rendered even
more problematic. For instance, Arvide’s Portrait, described in detail in Chapters 2, 3,
and 4, depicts the fear of barbarian violence in the form of absence. As noted in Chapter
4, the wilderness obscures the physical presence of the Zuni Indians but renders it as
terror by their lurking absence. What is not revealed is that Arvide was accused of
strongly reprimanding Natives on many occasions.319 Cases, or autos, against priests such
as Fray Salvador de Guerra in 1655,320 reveal the types of punishments implemented by
Franciscans and offer a window into a tumultuous mission system that was bound to fall
under the Revolution of 1680. With this type of information complementing my analysis
of Martyr Portraits, the construction of victimhood can be leveled, de-trivialized and
completely reversed.
THE WEST AS AMERICA
Marty Portraits were analyzed in this project mainly as they relate to the history of New
Spain. However, a new investigation should be conducted to tie these images to the
nation project of the nineteenth-century United States. Emmanuel Leutze in 1848 painted
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The Storming of the Teocalli by Cortez and His Troops. The image, as noted by William
H. Truettner in “Prelude to Expansion,” was taken from a passage from William H.
Prescott’s Conquest of Mexico, and illustrates a scene from the battle of conquest
between the Aztec and the Spanish. Truettner notes:
..the technology of civilization entitles them [the Spanish] to victory. The
Aztec battle in comparative disarray, half-nude as befitted “savages,” ...
The Massacre of the Innocents is surely one source, martyrdoms and
other, both of which convey a note of Christian sacrifice to the fierce
battle.321
Here, savagery is reconfigured, once more, through the lens of Christian redemption to
justify conquest. Painting’s such as Leutze’s Storming of the Teocalli addressed a U.S.
westward expansion agenda, and re-confirms the country as “beneficiary of divine
succession.” The language of Martyr Portraits is spoken by U.S. artists of the nineteenth
century. I will not, however, go so far as to claim that Sanabria was a direct source for
nineteenth-century artists. The very private nature of these images denies these direct
connections. To my knowledge they never have been distributed through prints or later
chronicle publications. Nonetheless, it is important to note that the images pre-supposed a
language of expansion, spiritual conquest and U.S. Native American savagery through
the lens of Christian redemption. These images, may not have been used as primary
sources for the construction of these and other similar images, however, historians such
as William H. Prescott were most likely familiar with the historiography of Franciscan
chronicles. The graphic utterance of Native savagery and conquest through a Christian
and violent iconography must have helped the creative colonial endeavors of a Manifest
Destiny nation.
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As noted in Chapter 4, the articulation of Native-American savagery was an
invention that began its construction in the sixteenth century, Martyr Portraits affirm how
the basic tropes of the uncivilized are adopted to fit the historic context they serve. New
Mexican martyrs, bleeding and robed, are thus juxtaposed with violent, active and naked
chichimecos to justify the reinforcement of presence in the threatened missions of the
northern provinces. In North America, savagery never ceases to be constructed and
reconfigured to better serve any given hegemonic expansionist enterprise, that began in
the sixteenth century through the nineteenth century in Spain and from the nineteenth
century to the present in the United States.
It is important to note that this dissertation does not attempt to undermine the
irrefutable religious significance of these images. The principal aim of my analysis is to
understand that Testimonies of Violence served many purposes and the multivalent
quality of their iconography goes beyond their theological message. To embrace these
images as visual documents and political paintings allows us to re-evaluate their
importance in understanding an understudied period of Novohispanic history. More
specifically, by way of this interpretation, I hope that similar images will be re-evaluated.
My goal is to emphasize that the visual culture of the viceregal period is embedded in
these messages, and all production directly linked to the hegemonic institutions studied
here has the potential to expose the silences that they were made to construct. Martyr
Portraits are first and foremost a religious manifestation of piety, missionary
commitment, and monastic virtuous life. However, by deconstructing the political
message from which they were created, I was able to better comprehend the anxiety
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caused by northern tribes and their constant uprising against viceregal authority. Martyr
Portraits are important vehicles for the construction of Franciscan memory, but as
political manifestations of an expanding Crown, they represent an alternative archive of
visual documents worthy of re-examination.

190

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Museo de Guadalupe Zacatecas
Ex-Colegio de Propaganda Fide de
Guadalupe Zacatecas
View of present portrait gallery
Photo by Emmanuel Ortega

Fig. 2. La Virgen de la Macana
Artist unidentified
Mid to late eighteenth century
Oil on canvas
New Mexico History Museum

191

Fig. 3. Retrato de Fray Francisco Casañas de Jesus
Diego Sanabria
Mid-eighteenth century
Oil on canvas
Museo Guadalupe, Zacatecas

192
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José Juárez
Oil on canvas
ca. 1653 - 1655
Museo Nacional de Arte (MUNAL), Mexico City
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Figs. 16. Study for El martirio de los niños tlaxcaltecas Cristobalito, Antonio y Juan, (study for mural)
Juan Manuel Yllanes del Huerto
1789
Water color on paper
Col. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBA.
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Fig. 17. Mural of Three Child Martyrs of Tlaxcala
Unidentified artist
Mid 17th century
Fresco
Ozumba, State of Mexico

Fig. 18. Three Child Martyrs of Tlaxcala
Unidentified artist
Early 18th century
Oil on canvas
Church of Atlihuetzia, Tlaxcala
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Fig. 19. Martyrdom of Cristobalito
Unidentified artist
1795-1801
Oil on canvas
Church of Atlihuetzia, Tlaxcala
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Fig. 20. Martyr Scene from Historia Eclesiástica Indiana
Gerónimo de Mendieta
Late 16th century
Ink on paper
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Fig. 21. Retrato de Fray Pablo Rebullida,
Diego Sanabria,
18th century
Oil on canvas
Museo Regional de Guadalupe, Zacatecas

Fig. 22. Detail Retrato de Fray Pablo Rebullida (Buildings on Fire)
Diego Sanabria
18th century
Oil on Canvas
Museo Regional de Querétaro. Queretaro
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Fig. 23. Detail of Murals of Nagasaki Martyrs
Unknown artist
Mid 16th century
Fresco
Cathedral of the Assumption of Mary, Cuernavaca

Fig. 24. Series of the life of St. Francis
View of second floor hall surrounding the courtyard
Unidentified artist
18th century
Oil on canvas
Ex Colegio de Propaganda Fide de Guadalupe Zacatecas
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Fig. 25. St. Francis with Stigmata as Crucifix
Side Altar of Our Virgen de Guadalupe, Chapel of the Novices
Unidentified artist
Mid 18th century
Oil on canvas
Museo Nacional del Virreinato, Tepotzotlan
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Fig. 26. San Saba The destruction of the San Saba Mission and the martyrdom of fray Alonso Giraldo
de Terreros y Fray Jose de Santiesteban
Attributed to José de Páez
1758-1765
Oil on Canvas
Museo Nacional de Arte, Mexico City

Fig. 27. Cannibalism in Retrato de Fray Francisco Javier de Silva,
Unidentified artist
Mid 18th century
Oil on canvas
Museo Regional de Guadalupe, Zacatecas
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Fig. 28. Side Chapel of Virgen de Fatima
View from below choir
Unidentified artist
Mid 18th century
Oil on canvas
Temple of San Francisco, Puebla

212

Fig. 28 a, b. Marin de Arvide Triptych
View of Fray Diego Ordóñez and Fray Martín Fernández
Unidentified artist
Mid 18th century
Oil on canvas
Temple of San Francisco, Puebla
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Fig. 29. Casta Painting
Ignacio Maria Barreda.
1777
Oil on canvas
Real Academia Española, Madrid
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Fig. 30. Detail of Chichimeco Indians, Casta Painting
Ignacio María Barreda.
1777
Real Academia Española, Madrid

Fig. 31. Historias de Brazil
Pedro Alvarez Cabral
1500
Written description by Pedro Vaz de Caminha
Cannibals in broadsheet based on Vespucci's Mundus Novus
Anonymous German, sixteenth-century woodcut, 1505
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Fig. 32. Español y Mestiza, Castizo (Detail of Casta Painting)
Ignacio María Barreda
1777
Oil on canvas
Real Academia Española, Madrid
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Fig. 33. Detail of Cycle of Life of St. Francis
Unidentified Native artists
16th century
Fresco
Huejotzingo, Puebla
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Fig. 34. Detail of Landscape
Unidentified Native artist
Mid 16th century
Fresco
Convento de San Gabriel Cholula, Puebla
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Fig. 35. Casa del Dean, detail of landscape and Sybil figures and landscape
Unidentified Native artists
Mid 16th century
Plaster and natural pigments
Puebla, Puebla
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Fig. 36. San Pablo y San Antonio Ermitaños
Attributed to Balasar de Echave Ibía, (Active ca. 1585 – 1644)
Mid. 17th century
Oil on canvas
Museo Nacional de Arte (MUNAL), Mexico City
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Fig. 37. Miracles of the Blessed Garden
José Juárez
Mid 17th century
Oil on canvas
Museo Nacional de Arte (MUNAL), Mexico City
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Fig. 38. Diluvio
Cristóbal de Villalpando
Late 18th century
Oil on canvas
Cathedral of Puebla, Puebla

Fig. 39. Detail of Retrato de Fray Francisco Casañas de Jesus
Diego Sanabria
Mid 18th century
Oil on canvas
Museo Guadalupe, Zacatecas
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Fig. 40. Zuni Pueblo (Corn Mountain in the Background)
John K. Hillers
1879
Photograph
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Fig. 41. Cristo de la Mordida
Artist unidentified
Mid 18th century
Mixed media
Church of San Francisco, Puebla
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Fg. 42. Retrato de San José Santiesteban,
Unidentified
ca. 1765
Oil on canvas
Convent of San Fernando, Mexico City
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Fig. 43. Detail of “bites” Cristo de la Mordida
Unidentified media
Mid 18th century
Mixed media
Church of San Francisco, Puebla

Fig. 44. The Plaza Mayor of Mexico City
Cristobal de Villalpando
1695
Oil on canvas
Museo Nacional de Historia, Castillo de Chapultepec, Mexico City
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Fig. 45. Traslado de la imagen y dedicación del santuario de Guadalupe, Ciudad de México
Manuel de Arellano
1709
Oil on canvas
Collection of the Márques de los Balbases, Madrid.

Fig. 46. Conquest and Reduction of the Heathen Indians of the Mountains of Paraca and Pantasma in
Guatemala
Unidentified artist
1684–1686
Oil on canvas
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Fig. 47. Mártires del Gorkum
Luis Berrueco
1731
Oil on Canvas
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FIGURE GROUP 1 (THE MARTYR)
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FIGURE GROUP 2 (THE BARBARIAN)
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FIGURE GROUP 3 (SEQUENCE OF ATTACK)
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FIGURE GROUP 4 (LANDSCAPE)
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